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			For my mother, and my children

		

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

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

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

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

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

			—Minnie Bruce Pratt, “All the Women Caught in Flaring Light” (2003)

		

	
		
			Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			

			• • •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

		

	
		
			
				Part 1

				Traces and Rituals: Ninth Century BCE to Fourth Century CE

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				The Hidden Ones

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				What Women Knew

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

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

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

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

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

			Midwives in classical Greece played a vital role in the birth and survival of valuable heirs, and they maintained women’s health so they could bear those heirs in the first place. But while their presence is preserved on funerary monuments, virtually no firsthand evidence of the scope of their knowledge exists today. As had been the case for most of human history, the hands-on care of women’s bodies in pregnancy, birth, and beyond was provided by women. But midwives and other female health caregivers accrued their knowledge through the oral tradition. And since women were largely denied literacy, they were not usually able to commit this knowledge to writing—and if they did, these texts have not been preserved.

			Classical Greek writings about the medical care of the female body that have survived the centuries were not written by a midwife, a female iaotros, or any other women who tended to women’s bodies and health. They were the work, instead, of a group of male physicians taught by the legendary physician Hippocrates of Cos. And being men, they had been granted the privilege of literacy and the opportunity to study. Under Hippocrates’s tutelage, these men wrote sixty tracts—known as the Hippocratic Corpus—of which ten focused on the diseases and disorders of women. The Hippocratic physicians demystified the causes of ill-health, which had previously been attributed to malign supernatural forces. They revolutionized the care of unwell people by introducing the first evidence-based, ethical approach to diagnosing, treating, and curing. But as learned men in a gender-divided society, they upheld patriarchal beliefs about what women’s bodies were for and what they could do with them. In the Hippocratic Corpus, which laid the foundation for centuries of medical discourse, almost all aspects of women’s health were understood in relation to their biological capacity to bear, birth, and nurture children.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			No matter how insistent the Hippocratics were about the medical—and social—need for women to bear children, they knew that becoming a mother wasn’t always smooth sailing. Even as they promoted the pregnancy cure, they warned of the risks that childbearing posed to women’s health and lives. They also acknowledged that bearing, birthing, and breastfeeding an infant required a vast amount of attention and knowledge. Beneath all their misogynistic mythmaking, the Hippocratics understood that women’s primary duty wasn’t something that just happened—it required constant physical, mental, and emotional work. And to do this work, childbearing women needed support. Many of the Hippocratic guides included treatment regimens and diagnostic methods drawn from the time-honored therapeutic knowledge cultivated, practiced, and passed down by midwives.

			Female birth caregivers possessed knowledge about physical maternity that was cultivated long before male physicians began pondering the whims of the womb. Their privileged access to and intimate understanding of women’s bodies and health was exceedingly useful to men like the Hippocratics. But unsurprisingly, none of the Hippocratic Corpus authors credited any midwives. Male physicians were positioning themselves as the foremost authorities on gynecological medicine, and they were also upholding dominant societal beliefs about the purpose and function of women and their bodies. They might have relied on midwives for their source material, but they had a patriarchal agenda when it came to interpreting it.

			The Hippocratic physicians were conscious of the fact that women needed to be treated with sensitivity. “[At] every moment [the physician] meets women, maidens, and possessions very precious indeed.” Although male physicians graciously vowed to exert self-control around female “possessions,” many women wouldn’t have chosen to receive examinations and treatments from a man, no matter how reputable he was. Hippocratic reproductive therapies often involved touching and dilating a patient’s vulva, vagina, or cervix, as well as bathing, douching, cleaning, and fumigating. The tract entitled Barrenness described pregnancy-promoting treatments of such an intimate nature that they must have been entrusted to women caregivers. From examining the consistency of a patient’s menstrual blood and applying pastes to her vulva, to opening her vagina with a tin spatula and inserting pessaries made of cucumber juice, goose’s grease, and burned deer horns, these treatments were invasive.

			The Hippocratics endorsed the view that almost all causes of “infertility” lay with some fault in a woman’s body. They also had no understanding of ovulation and thought women were most fertile just after their periods and least fertile midway through their cycle. Following a male physician’s advice about the best time to get pregnant would have been next to useless. To test a women’s fertility, she should drink, on an empty stomach, butter mixed into another woman’s breast milk. If she belched, she was fertile. Alternatively, she could insert a suppository—consisting of a whole head of garlic or of wool soaked in bitter almond oil—into her vagina just before she went to sleep for the night. The Hippocratics thought there was a channel from the mouth and nostrils to the womb and vagina. So if the scent of almonds or garlic was detected on her breath when she woke up, she was assumed to be fertile.

			Women who struggled to conceive could be stigmatized as defective, unnatural, and even monstrous. In ancient Greece, the curse of childlessness was mythologized in the Lamia, a female creature who hunted and devoured infants and children. The Lamia had once been a beautiful queen of Libya, who became pregnant by the rapacious Zeus. As punishment, Hera murdered the queen’s children, leaving her so consumed by grief that she transformed into the Lamia and became the antithesis of a loving mother. The Gello, a demon who harmed and sickened pregnant women and newborns, was the spectral form, in Greek mythology, of a young woman who died unmarried and childless. The concept of female childlessness was so abhorrent that non-mothers were the ultimate bogeywomen. The Gello and the Lamia were both invoked by mothers and nurses to frighten young children into good behavior.

			A married woman who faced fertility challenges felt anxiety and shame about her body’s “failure.” Being able to ask a midwife about how she might increase her chances of conceiving would have been a lifeline. While women looked to midwives for help getting pregnant, they also sought their advice when they needed or wanted not to. Apart from the rhythm method—which was fairly useless considering ovulation wasn’t understood yet—and the wing and a prayer of coitus interruptus, midwives recommended plants believed to have contraceptive properties, like pennyroyal and silphium, boiled into drinks or made into pessaries. Some used sponges soaked in vinegar, oil, or cedar resin as barrier methods. There was no law prohibiting women from trying to limit their fertility with contraceptives, using emmenagogues to bring on menstrual bleeds and expel possible conceptions, or procuring abortifacients to end early pregnancies. While the efficacy and safety of these birth control prescriptions are questionable by today’s standards, the need for women to prevent or end unwanted or health-endangering pregnancies was an accepted part of reproductive medicine.

			Despite the legal and medical acceptance of contraception and abortion, the classical era was hardly a golden age of reproductive autonomy. If a woman ended a pregnancy without her husband’s agreement, she was violating his rights to an heir. If her secret was uncovered, she risked being divorced, shamed, and cast out of her oikos. When husbands did agree to wives using contraception or procuring abortions, the matter remained private, and they suffered no retribution. But there were times when a woman’s need to take control of her body had to remain discreet for her own safety. Some sought help and advice from midwives, who were not only guardians of women’s modesty but protectors of their privacy. Others turned to wisewomen healers or trusted friends who would keep their confidence.

			The Hippocratic party line on abortion continues to be debated because of a sentence in the oath that states: “I will not give a deadly drug to anyone if asked…similarly, I will not give an abortive pessary to a woman.” This sentence has been recently appropriated by anti-choice campaign groups—namely the right-wing US organization the Alliance for Hippocratic Medicine—as evidence that condemnation of abortion is one of the founding principles of ethical medicine. But the Hippocratics’ views on abortion had nothing to do with the rights of an embryo or fetus. These physicians were swearing not to administer abortifacient pessaries as part of their commitment not to give any person a deadly drug. Rather than taking a moral stand against ending a potential human life, they were swearing not to give a patient an abortifacient that might endanger her health, her life. As upholders of patriarchal values, the Hippocratics were keener on encouraging pregnancies than preventing and ending them. But their tracts contained recipes for emmenagogues and abortifacients. They also gave instructions about how to perform therapeutic abortions if a fetus, in their words, was “paralyzed or half-formed.” If a fetus couldn’t be delivered without endangering its mother or had died and wasn’t able to be born, the Hippocratics performed embryotomies, where the fetus was removed from the womb with a surgical hook. There’s no way of knowing if physicians also performed abortions based on women’s choice. But they understood and acknowledged that ending pregnancies was something women sometimes needed and wanted to do.

			In Nature of the Child, the author-physician recounted the case of a singer and sex worker who was enslaved by one of his female relatives. If she became pregnant, she would “lose her value,” so as the women she worked with had taught her, she always dispelled the seed from her body immediately after intercourse. But after one encounter, the seed remained inside her. She told her mistress, who immediately called for the physician. He visited six days later, and instructed her to “spring up and down so as to kick her heels against her buttocks.” When she’d done this kicking sequence seven times, the seed reportedly ran out of her “with a noise.” What he claimed they saw—the seed enclosed in a membrane with the beginnings of an umbilical passage—stunned them. Six days after fertilization, the ball of cells called a blastocyst measures about .2 millimeters in diameter. The physician wouldn’t have been able to see it, let alone hear it thud to the ground. Still, he stuck to his story and used it to back up his claims about how seed developed over the first six days after conception. The case of this young woman shows that resistance to abortion was not rooted in beliefs about the sanctity of an embryo. What was at stake was the relative value of a woman and her pregnancy. If the Hippocratics were ambivalent about abortion for married women, it was because they were upholding the rights of husbands to the children who were their property. But for sex workers, whose worth was determined by not becoming pregnant, assisting with an abortion was apparently routine.

			

			• • •

			Men in the classical era had no problem instituting rules and regulations about women’s maternal bodies and motherly conduct. But they remained frustratingly tight-lipped about the work that went into bearing, birthing, and raising future citizens. One of the few authors to discuss who midwives were and what they did was Plato. In a dialogue written by Plato around the mid- to late third century bce, Socrates informs his scholar Theaetetus that his mother was a “noble and burly midwife” named Phaenarete. Socrates explains that he inherited his mother’s “gift” and now practices the art himself—not by helping women deliver their babies, but by enabling male students to bring forth the offspring of their souls. This masculine midwifery was far more important, Socrates boasted, than the physical and feminine labor of bringing forth real-life human beings. Men struggling with their very serious concepts were, like pregnant and birthing women, “in pain and are full of trouble night and day.” Luckily, Socrates was on hand to relieve their agonies by helping them deliver their ideas. This was the basis of the Socratic philosophical method called maieutics—“of midwifery.”

			Socrates was proud to have inherited his mother’s gifts. But he implied that real midwifery was not so much an expert skill set as an innate feminine sensibility. The highest qualification needed to be a midwife, according to Socrates, was to have been a biological mother. Only dignified older mothers could be midwives, because “human nature is too weak to acquire an art which deals with matters of which it has no experience.” Barren women were prohibited by the goddess Artemis from practicing midwifery because they lacked the requisite bodily knowing. Artemis was a child-free virgin, but she was granted her childbirth expertise by the gods, so she was the exception to this rule.

			It’s unlikely that only women who had borne children themselves worked as midwives or cared for other birthing and postpartum women. As one of their principal duties, wives were expected to tend to ailing and unwell members of their households. Caring for people’s health and bodies was, like “the nursing of young children,” a god-granted womanly ability according to wife-trainer Iscomachus. Enslaved women, who were denied the right to their own motherhood, also ministered to the bodies of the women, infants, and children they served. Some enslaved women may have been able to buy their freedom by working as midwives outside their owner’s oikos. The kind of midwife Socrates was describing, based on his own mother, was like Phanostrate—an experienced and respected older woman who earned wages for her work. But not all skilled midwives would have been able to gain this kind of recognition and repute. Phanostrate, seated on her ornate chair in her funerary stele, appears to be older. She may have been widowed and able to live independently because of her work. But there’s no evidence that she had children of her own.

			Not content with diminishing midwifery as an inborn feminine tendency, Socrates also reduced midwives’ expertise to an almost witchlike sensibility. Midwives, he said, could sense whether a woman was pregnant or not, and some knew instinctively “which…union of man and woman” would produce the best children. They could aid fertility in those struggling to conceive and facilitate abortions when necessary. And they knew how to “arouse the pangs of labor, and…make them milder” with their “drugs and incantations.”

			Midwifery had been steeped in mysticism for centuries. But the midwives’ expertise was neither innate nor supernatural. Whether they were lay healers or professional physicians, midwives possessed their skills and knowledge because they worked to acquire them. Diagnosing the causes of fertility challenges and understanding what remedies might help required study and experience. Knowing how to induce abortions, administer contraceptives, and care for women who had lost pregnancies all took work. The incantations Socrates mentioned had been part of a midwife’s caregiving regime for millennia. It’s not known if midwives in the classical era whispered verses about ships and sails, but their words were therapeutic, their voices like medicine. By being so close to women during such a vulnerable time, they also provided invaluable emotional support. It’s hard to imagine how much grief and loss a midwife witnessed or what distressing decisions she had to make.

			The Hippocratics claimed authority over knowledge that had been created, transmitted, and practiced by women over centuries. They embedded into Western medicine’s very roots the belief that women’s reproductive and maternal bodies needed to be controlled by male expertise. But their tracts couldn’t have been written without the insights and expertise of female birth caregivers or testimonies from women about their own bodies. Whether they were professional midwives, laywomen who assisted at births, enslaved women who worked in the home, pregnant wives who knew what conception felt like, or sex workers who practiced reproductive self-care, women’s knowledge and experience was fundamental. Beneath all its patriarchal mythmaking, the Hippocratic Corpus resounds with the voices of many different mothers.

			Over the coming centuries, the Hippocratic tracts were taught to the next generations of male physicians. But the hands-on work of tending to and treating women’s pregnant, birthing, and maternal bodies remained, for the most part, the work of women. In the Roman empire, during the early centuries ce, midwives and other women healers continued to be women’s most vital health caregivers. But since men were able to study and write, they were poised, once again, to claim authority in medical discourse about women during pregnancy and birth. It is in these gynecological tracts, authored by a prominent imperial physician, that midwives’ caregiving practices, social responsibilities, and breadth of knowledge become more visible. Across the empire, women’s lives were still defined by their reproductive biology, and their experiences as childbearers and mothers were, as ever, constrained by patriarchal demands and misogynistic beliefs. But through their ritual agency and bodily knowing, women—often in collusion with their caregivers—found ways to cultivate their own identities as mothers and claim control over their maternal bodies and mothering lives.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Bring It to Birth

			
			In the early second century ce, a young noblewoman named Calpurnia Hispulla was married to Pliny the Younger, the senator and lawyer who documented life in the Roman empire in hundreds of letters. Calpurnia, like Pliny, was born in Como, Italy. Her parents died when she was a child, and her grandfather Fabatus, who managed Pliny’s estate, became her guardian, her paterfamilias. She was raised by her paternal aunt, who loved her as her own daughter. Calpurnia was literate and educated. She sang and played the lyre beautifully. But she was destined for marriage and motherhood. Calpurnia was about fourteen when she became Pliny’s wife. He was in his forties and had been married twice. Their union was recommended by Calpurnia’s aunt, and as was customary, the terms were negotiated by Pliny and Fabatus. Calpurnia’s marriage wasn’t her choice, but if Pliny’s letters are to be believed, she learned to love him, and their life together was a happy one.

			Pliny, who wasn’t yet a father, was eager for Calpurnia to bear his children. But about a year into their marriage, Calpurnia suffered a devastating miscarriage. She had no idea that she was pregnant, and she nearly died. While Pliny grieved the loss of their child, he was comforted by this “unfortunate proof” of his wife’s fertility. Pregnancy loss happened often. There was no way to know for sure how a fetus was developing, no knowledge of chronic diseases that affected maternal and fetal health, no understanding of the threat of prepartum infections, like malaria, rubella, or toxoplasmosis. The custom of early marriage also exposed new brides to the physical and emotional trauma of becoming pregnant while so young. Today, pregnant people under the age of twenty face higher risks of eclampsia, puerperal endometritis, and systematic infections than women aged twenty to twenty-four. If children and young people go through pregnancy before their uteruses are mature, they are more at risk of spontaneous pregnancy loss and preterm labor. The harrowing circumstances of many so-called adolescent pregnancies mean younger people are exceptionally vulnerable to complex mental health conditions, including post-traumatic stress disorder and peripartum and postpartum depression.

			Calpurnia was no older than sixteen when she became pregnant. Before she lost her pregnancy, she’d been very unwell and retreated to the Campania coast to convalesce. Her husband wrote to her, anxious to learn if she was “growing in strength and weight.” She was not ready for pregnancy, but she was still obliged to provide her husband with heirs. The burdens of motherhood on her body and mind were not a consideration.

			Pliny placed the blame for the loss on Calpurnia’s youth and inexperience. Since she hadn’t realized that she was pregnant, she failed, Pliny wrote, “to take proper precautions and did things that were better left undone.” It was imperative that Calpurnia was a virgin when she married. Her aunt raised her to be pure, modest, and virtuous. Yet she was expected to be ready for a sexual relationship, understand what her body would feel like when she conceived, and know what measures to take to preserve her pregnancy. In a letter to Calpurnia’s aunt, Pliny explained that his wife’s spirits were improving, and she was coming to terms with the danger she had been in. There is no surviving account of Calpurnia’s feelings about what she went through.

			The Roman empire was founded in 27 bce, after the brutal civil wars that led to the collapse of the republic. Rome’s first emperor, Augustus, was determined to restore social and moral order to a shattered civilization. In a bid to replenish the population and reinstate traditional family values, Augustus introduced new legislations around marriage and procreation. He decreed that girls could consent to marriage from the age of twelve—two years before the average age of menarche, meaning their first menstrual period—and introduced penalties for freewomen if they were unmarried or were married and hadn’t borne children by the time they turned twenty. To ensure heirs were legitimate, Augustus made adultery committed by a wife punishable by the loss of half of her dowry, exile, or death at the hands of her paterfamilias. But fulfilling society’s reproductive demands, for married freewomen at least, wasn’t without rewards. Once they had birthed three or more surviving children, wives could be released from male guardianship and inherit their own property and money. Mothers still had few parental rights. But the celebrated Roman materfamilias, who obeyed her husband, managed her household well, and instilled virtue and discipline in her children—particularly her sons—reigned supreme during the imperial age. As part of his pronatalist campaign, Augustus restored a bronze statue of Cornelia, one of the most admired mothers of the Roman republic, first erected after her death around 115 bce.

			Cornelia gave birth to twelve children in her marriage to General Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus. Only her daughter Sempronia and sons Tiberius and Gaius survived to adulthood. Cornelia was exceptionally intelligent and immersed herself in literature and philosophy. After her husband died, she educated Tiberius and Gaius on her own. The Gracchi brothers, as they were known, became famed social and political reformers who strove to improve the lives of working people by redistributing land and wealth. The philosopher Plutarch described them as “the most naturally gifted of all Romans” and attributed their gifts to the “laudable manner” in which their mother had raised them. Cornelia, “the mother of the Gracchi,” was celebrated for the outstanding way she educated her sons and for the pride she felt in them. According to the Roman historian Valerius Maximus, Cornelia once hosted a fancy matron from Campania who loved showing off her expensive jewelry. Cornelia, who preferred unshowy clothing with minimal adornments, waited until her sons returned from school to tell the matron, “These are my jewels.”

			Cornelia was honored as the paragon of Roman motherhood. But while birth mothers were revered—especially aristocratic ones—the figure of the stepmother was shrouded in stigma and suspicion. Since children were the property of their fathers, they usually remained in their father’s custody after a divorce or if their mother died. New wives who stepped into the family risked being mistrusted and having their intentions doubted. The stereotype of the hostile and even murderous stepmother—the stock villain of so many fairy tales—originated in ancient mythological tropes. Greek and Roman mythology abounded with tales of stepmothers’ malicious deeds—like those of vengeful Hera. These characterizations of stepmothers as jealous, grasping, and cruel to their husbands’ progeny were then perpetuated by playwrights, philosophers, and rhetoricians.

			If Cornelia represented the idealized biological mother in Roman culture, then Livia Drusilla, second wife of Augustus and the first empress of Rome, was cast, after her death, as the ultimate scheming stepmother. Roman historian Tacitus strongly suggested that Livia conspired to cause the deaths of Augustus’s two grandsons, Gaius and Lucius Caesar, whom he adopted as his heirs, so her own son, Tiberius, could be crowned emperor. Livia was pregnant with Tiberius, the son of her husband—and cousin—politician Tiberius Claudius Nero, when she married Augustus, and she was vilified for finagling her way into Augustus’s affections. The speculation surrounding Livia was rooted in prejudice against her intelligence, influence, and political power. Her reputation as a wicked stepmother was cemented because she plotted to do away with her husband’s chosen heirs to the imperial throne. Misogynistic beliefs about the inherent deviance of women—and their capacity to disrupt patriarchal authority—led to negative connotations of stepmotherhood becoming ingrained in the cultural imagination. And they continue today to impact perceptions of the worth of stepmothers as mothers.

			The denigration of stepmotherhood in Roman culture was also rooted in the prevailing assumption that the bodily processes of being pregnant and giving birth endowed women with a capacity for maternal affection that no other caregiver could possess. But no matter how fervently society revered and rewarded biological motherhood—for women of the ruling classes, at least—the path to becoming a mother remained fraught with danger. Before Calpurnia lost her pregnancy, two daughters of Pliny’s friend Helvidius Priscus the Younger died during childbirth. Their newborn daughters survived. Pliny was devastated that such noble young women had become “the victims of their motherhood.” He grieved for “their infants left motherless at birth, and their excellent husbands.” The tragedy of untimely death in childbirth was writ large in Rome’s political history. Julia, cherished daughter of dictator Julius Caesar, died in 54 bce, aged twenty-two, while in labor. Her child, with her husband Pompey, the famous general whom she was married to by Caesar to forge an alliance, lived for only a few days. Julia lost a pregnancy the previous year, after she was wrongly led to believe Pompey had been killed, which left her seriously unwell. After Julia’s death, the alliance between Caesar and Pompey fell apart and the civil wars that ended the republic ensued.

			Julia received the best medical care the era could offer, but the risks of childbearing couldn’t be mitigated by wealth and class. There was little any woman could do to prevent the ravages of infection, the agonies of an obstructed delivery, or the spontaneous loss of a pregnancy. But Greco-Roman medical authorities placed the burden of reproductive “success” upon women and their wombs. As vessels of new life and prized heirs, pregnant women were responsible for sustaining the perfect environment for fetuses to flourish. To achieve this, they were expected to strictly regulate their diets, their physical activities, and even their emotions. If a woman made “mistakes”—as Pliny claimed Calpurnia unwittingly did—she would be blamed if her pregnancy was lost.

			The notion that a pregnant woman is an ecosystem that must be managed and monitored to serve a growing fetus was introduced into medicine in classical Greece. The Hippocratic physicians issued lifestyle and behavioral guidelines that women were expected to follow so their pregnancies had a chance of continuing to term. The “nourishment and increase of a fetus comes from whatever moves from its mother to her uterus,” they explained; “whatever degree of health or weakness she possesses, the fetus will have the same.” They cautioned pregnant women not to go for long without eating, not to eat too much or too little, and to refuse bitter or sharp foods and drinks that might damage the tender fetus. They warned that a woman’s pregnancy was at risk if she became unwell, lost consciousness, jumped about, or lifted heavy objects. She was also to avoid any altercations that might frighten her or make her lose self-control. Male physicians didn’t issue these regulations because they were particularly concerned about the mental well-being of pregnant women. Rather, they urged would-be mothers to keep their emotions in check to prevent the sudden shocks and abrupt mood swings believed to cause miscarriages.

			In the early second century ce, the renowned physician Soranus, who hailed from Ephesus, a city near present-day Izmir Province in Turkey, wrote a series of influential tracts—Gynecology—which focused on women’s reproductive, birthing, and maternal bodies. After training in the city of Alexandria, home to the famed medical school where the Hippocratic Corpus was collected and studied, Soranus began practicing in Rome. As a Greek physician, he was favored by wealthy patients who preferred to be cared for by physicians who were part of this auspicious medical legacy—and his theories supported the reproductive demands elite imperial men placed upon their wives and daughters. The default patient in Gynecology was a young woman, like Calpurnia, who married early and was expected to procreate often. Like the Hippocratics, Soranus believed the purpose of women’s existence lay in their uterus. One of the Greek words for womb, metra, derived from meter, meaning “mother.” “It is termed metra because it is the mother of all the embryos borne of it, or because it makes mothers of those who possess it,” he wrote. Soranus agreed that women’s social value was determined by their reproductive biology, but his views were more compassionate than his classical predecessors. Young women, he advised, were not physically ready to conceive before they turned fifteen, and they should have no sexual relations before menarche. And he didn’t promote pregnancy as a gynecological cure-all. While conception, pregnancy, and birth were admittedly useful for perpetuating the species, they were not always “healthful for the child bearer.”

			Women were expected to endure childbearing no matter how unhealthful, so Soranus devised an exhaustive regimen for pregnant women—gravidas—to follow. From the moment conception occurred, to pica, when unusual food cravings and troubling symptoms could set in, and through to the final weeks before birth, Soranus’s regimen was designed to preserve a gravida’s health and prepare her body for birth. Soranus did want to help women cope with the physical trials of pregnancy and birth. But he was mostly keen on increasing the chances of the fittest, worthiest citizens being born and surviving. Constructing a living being, he mused, was like building a house. For a house to remain indestructible, it had to be built on the soundest foundations. And it fell to pregnant women to lay those foundations by strictly regulating their bodies, minds, and lives.

			Soranus, like the Hippocratics, erroneously believed women were most fertile when menstruation was ending. He also agreed that conception was more likely to happen when women experienced sexual pleasure, because of the physical effects of the female orgasm, but he did acknowledge that pregnancies could result from rape. Disappointingly, Soranus didn’t advocate for women’s consent. In his opinion, women who had a “mental resolve” against intercourse could still possess the “emotion of sexual appetite.” But ideally a woman would try to conceive when she felt contented, perhaps after a massage and a light meal. After she got the postcoital shivers and felt her cervix close, she was instructed to go straight to bed. There she rested for two days, shielded from “every excess and change both bodily and psychic.” For if she experienced sorrow, fright, excitement, or any kind of upset, the burgeoning embryo could be destroyed.

			Soranus urged women to remain sober when trying to conceive, because “in drunkenness the soul becomes the victim of strange phantasies.” If such “phantasies” occupied a woman’s imagination during sex, they could imprint upon her potential child and derange its soul. Like many Greco-Roman physicians and philosophers, Soranus believed that everything a pregnant woman saw or felt could be transmitted to her uterus and “impress” upon her fetus. In Gynecology, he declared that a gravida’s emotions and perceptions could impact not only her pregnancy, but also her child’s future psychological nature and physical form. To back up his claims, he told an absurd story about a physically disabled “tyrant” from Cyprus who fathered “well-shapen”—meaning able-bodied—children because he made his wife stare at beautiful statues while they were having sex. Acceptance of maternal impressions led influential men to make pronouncements about how pregnant women should control their feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. Aristotle advised them to maintain an “indolent” state of mind, because “children before birth are evidently affected by the mother just as growing plants are by the earth.” According to Plato, the ideal state of the soul was achieved by pursuing a middling “state of cheerfulness,” so pregnant women should always cultivate a “bright and calm demeanor.” They must be cared for, Plato wrote, “lest any of them should indulge in repeated or intense pleasures or pains.” These men were writing when a woman’s womb was thought to be in close communion with her irrational mind. To them, it was imperative that the fetus was protected from the dangers of its mother’s emotional lability.

			The line between care and control in Soranus’s regimen was decidedly blurry. Many of his regulations—herbal baths, massages, gentle swims, and plenty of rest—sound more like pampering treats than medical therapies. But pregnancy was not a time for indulgence. Soranus expected his patients to judiciously follow his rules. If they broke these rules and their pregnancies continued, they had probably still damaged their potential child’s body, mind, or soul. Only the most privileged women could follow Soranus’s regimen to the letter. His patient had to be wealthy, not burdened by work, childcare, or household duties. Enslaved people who labored in her home prepared her meals and drew her baths. And she could afford the services of a professional midwife—an obstetrix, meaning one who “stands before,” and the root of the word “obstetrician”—to minister and supervise her regimen.

			By the first century ce, midwifery had gained more prominence as a medical profession for women. In a society that avidly encouraged and enforced childbearing, midwives were invaluable caregivers. It was Soranus who wrote one of the first recorded midwifery manuals, which included guides addressed to midwives about managing labor, tending new mothers and newborns after birth, and infant care and feeding. Many of these methods had of course been cultivated over the centuries by midwives and women themselves, but Soranus, like the Hippocratics, was in the privileged position of being able to commit those methods to writing and claim his authority.

			Soranus had very fixed ideas about what kind of women should be midwives. “A suitable person,” he wrote, “will be literate, with her wits about her, [and] possessed of a good memory.” Her senses should be finely tuned, and her body strong enough to withstand such tiring work. She must have soft hands, with long fingers and short nails so she could perform procedures easily and without causing pain. She had to love what she did, to be sober and self-disciplined, and to have a respectable disposition, since “people will…trust their households and the secrets of their lives to her.” Unlike Plato, Soranus didn’t think a midwife’s capacity to sympathize with her patients depended on her having experienced pregnancy and birth herself. Good midwifery, he recognized, was not some innate feminine sensibility, but a skill set acquired through study and experience.

			Soranus respected midwives’ competence and knowledge. But by no means were all his qualifications—especially medical literacy—attainable to most women who provided maternity care. Some midwives, especially those employed by aristocratic families, might have been trained in the Greek medical tradition. But “good” midwifery wasn’t exclusively the province of caregivers who were well-versed in medical discourse or who served the wealthiest patrons. Women of all socioeconomic circumstances depended on midwives. Some employed the “professional” methods described by Soranus. But others practiced folkloric medicine, using plants, herbs, and animal substances believed to have apotropaic properties, meaning they were thought to protect against evil influences and health-harming forces. From having a birthing woman lie on a bed of mallow leaves to speed up labor to placing a vulture’s feather under a new mother’s feet to aid her postpartum recovery, folk medicine contained some inventive ways to care for pregnant and birthing bodies.

			In Natural History, his vast compendium of ancient knowledge first published in 77 ce, Pliny the Elder—Calpurnia’s husband’s uncle—described an array of folk medicinal therapies that came from midwives’ lore. To be on the receiving end of some of these therapies required the strongest stomach. Rubbing a woman’s body with the ash of burnt hedgehogs was one remedy for preventing pregnancy loss. To increase the chances of bearing a son, try eating a cockerel’s testicle or a hare’s uterus. The fat of a wolf softened the uterus, eating its liver relieved uterine pain, and consuming its flesh aided delivery. For birth pains, the powdered dung of a wild boar was most efficacious, while a dried ass’s spleen aided lactation. And an overly copious lochia flow could be “stayed by the drinking of the urine of a she-goat.”

			Even with the era’s medical advances in birth and maternity care, the culture of childbirth remained steeped in ritual. Roman theology included deities who presided over every aspect of childbearing. Pregnant women appealed to Lucina, goddess of childbirth, who was associated with Juno, Hera’s Roman counterpart. Like Eileithyia, Lucina guided infants into life’s light—her name derives from the Latin lux, meaning “light.” The Nixae, three birth deities often depicted in birthing positions, squatting, or kneeling, were honored as the guardians of new life. Everyone present at a birth was forbidden from crossing their legs or clasping their hands. Birthing women and their companions unbound their hair and loosened knots on their clothing or footwear. Untying hair and girdles to symbolize the womb opening was an essential part of birth preparation in ancient Greece. In ancient Rome, belief in the womb-obstructing properties of knots was also tied to the myth of the demigod hero Hercules’s birth.

			Hercules’s mother, the mortal Alcmene, became pregnant after Jupiter—Zeus’s Roman counterpart—disguised himself as her husband and raped her. Alcmene’s tormenting labor with her very large half-divine baby was prolonged because Juno, Jupiter’s consort, compelled Lucina to cross her legs and clasp her hands. Only when Lucina threw up her hands in shock after she was tricked by Galanthis, Alcmene’s red-haired birth assistant, into believing Hercules had been born, was Alcmene released from the goddess’s binds and able to give birth. Angered by Galanthis laughing at her, Lucina transformed Galanthis into a red-coated weasel, a creature the ancients believed to be malicious, crafty, and able to give birth only through its mouth, because she helped Alcmene with her “deceitful mouth.”

			Childbirth rituals, rooted in mythological and magico-medical beliefs, enabled women and midwives to believe they were intervening against danger and uncertainty. Checking for knots, reciting incantations, or placing the right foot of a hyena—an animal associated with fertility and love—upon a woman’s thigh to ease delivery were intentional acts of care, endowed with meaning and hope. Soranus did recommend that birthing women untie their girdles and hair—but only so their breathing wasn’t obstructed. Loosening hair because of the belief that it held an “unfettering power” was, in his opinion, a “vulgar conception.”

			Soranus took a dim view of midwives who overlooked “salutary measures on account of…some customary rite or vulgar superstition.” This was rich coming from a man who believed in the procreative effects of looking at statues during sex. By dismissing childbirth rituals as “vulgarities” and “superstitions,” Soranus was drawing a line between the domain of birth care where women’s authority flourished and the latest obstetrical methods physicians like him were pioneering. For Soranus, the ideal midwife not only practiced male-sanctioned medicine—she also upheld the interests of the elite families he treated. His exhaustive list of qualifications was partly a checklist for “male heads of households” looking to employ midwives. If Soranus’s scrupulous midwives acted on behalf of husbands and fathers, then unscrupulous midwives served the needs and wants of women. And such a midwife, Soranus warned, would be persuaded to “give an abortive wickedly for payment.” Soranus, like the Hippocratics, was more concerned about enabling pregnancies than ending them. He recommended abortion methods and remedies only if continuing a pregnancy would endanger a woman’s health or if she was too young and her uterus was not “mature.” Midwives who helped women end pregnancies outside his therapeutic remit were, he insinuated, “wicked” and money hungry. Through his defamatory characterization of “unscrupulous” midwives, Soranus was fanning the flames of suspicion that were already kindled around female birth-caregivers.

			The myth of malevolent midwifery had a long history. The goddesses who enabled women to birth safely, Eileithyia and Lucina, could also prolong deliveries and inflict horrendous pain. In the version of Alcmene’s birth story told by Ovid in Metamorphoses, Lucina chanted “charms, in low muttered words,” which sent Alcmene out of her mind with pain. In Pausanias’s second-century telling, Alcmene’s delivery is hindered by the Pharmakides, witches with dark knowledge of phármaka—“magic spells and potions.” Pliny, in Natural History, mentioned accounts given by midwives about “tearing to pieces for sinful practices the limbs of stillborn babies.” In the civil war epic Pharsalia, written by the poet Lucan around 61 ce, the witch Erichtho “slashes the bodies of living pregnant women to tear out the fetuses.” Soranus’s “wicked” midwife—the deceitful, long-nailed abortionist who trafficked in rites and omens—skirted dangerously close to the figure of the witch that was emerging in Roman literature.

			Until the third century ce, there was no Roman law against procuring or enabling an abortion. But when abortion happened without the husband’s consent, it threatened the familial and social control that men wielded over reproduction. Through their portrayals of midwife-witches, male authors were casting aspersions over real-life caregivers who might help women take their fertility into their own hands. And the gruesome nature of their depictions was rooted in men’s deep-seated fears about women’s bodies and bodily knowledge. “[T]here is no limit to women’s power,” wrote Pliny in a section of Natural History describing magico-medical practices from midwives’ and women’s lore—but he meant this as a warning rather than a compliment. Pliny recounted spells and rituals that incorporated the products of women’s reproductive bodies—namely, menstrual blood and breast milk. While these products were believed to cure diseases, prevent pests destroying crops, and drive away ferocious storms, they also held, Pliny intoned, “mysterious and awful forces.” And those forces were exploited to inflict all manner of damage and devastation.

			Throughout antiquity, authors, physicians, and philosophers told cautionary tales about the dangers that could ensue if women’s reproductive capacities were unleashed from male control. But caregivers who operated under the patriarchal radar were not upholding this misogynistic dogma. And those who practiced ritualistic medicine were not denigrating the forces that pulsed through women’s bodies. Rather, they believed women’s capacity to create and sustain life endowed them with therapeutic, transformative, and even world-shifting powers. And this belief was harnessed by women themselves, when they intervened to take control of their reproductive health, pregnancies, and birth experiences.

			In Roman Britain, around the third century ce, a pregnant woman named Fabia carried a tiny scroll of tissue-thin gold around her neck inside a cylindrical metal pendant. This scroll, known as a lamella, was an amulet, an object worn or placed upon the body to protect against trouble and harm. Inscribed onto Fabia’s lamella, in ancient Greek, was this prayer: “Make with your holy names that Fabia whom Terentia her mother bore, being in full fitness and health, shall master the unborn child and bring it to birth.” Found by a metal detectorist in a field in Oxfordshire in 2007, the lamella is a rare insight into one Roman woman’s physical and emotional preparations for birth.

			Amulets were abundant in folk medicine, and women often incorporated them into their pregnancy and childbirth rituals. Some were made of precious stones believed to have a sympathetic influence on the body. Hematite, thought to have antihemorrhagic properties, was used to prevent miscarriage. Eaglestones, or aetites—hollow stones with smaller stones inside like fetuses nestled in pregnant bellies, which were found in eagles’ nests—were used well into the medieval period to prevent pregnancy loss and to speed up labor. Hematite and eaglestone were therapeutic amulets, but others held apotropaic powers. Pliny described one pregnancy-protecting amulet made from a stone excreted by a female deer. Some were engraved with shapes resembling wombs or keys to symbolize the cervix locking during pregnancy. Amulets were also used to open the womb, bring down the menses, and induce abortions. It was accepted belief that the womb, imbued with independent impulses, could be influenced by external forces. So by using amulets, women were taking these beliefs into their own hands and reclaiming a part of their bodies deemed beyond their control.

			Childbirth was a war women endured through their pains, a battle between mother and infant where both fought for their lives. Women like Fabia understood that this was a battle they might well lose. “The unstoppable Fury of the newborn infant took me, bitter, from my happy life with a fatal hemorrhage,” read one Roman funerary epitaph for a lost mother. Fabia had prepared her body to “master the child.” Her amulet was her pledge, that she possessed the strength and will to “bring it to birth.”

			There are few surviving records of women’s experiences of mothering during the imperial age. But men’s writings about women’s birthing bodies still convey a sense of what it felt like for women to become mothers. Soranus’s guidelines for steering women through childbirth show how communal and supported the experience of giving birth could be. Whether a birth was presided over by a midwife, an experienced woman, or a good friend, what mattered most was the support given to a hopeful mother by her caregivers. Ideally, the birthing woman was held close by three trusted companions—one to each side of her, and the other behind. If the midwife didn’t have a birthing stool, the woman might deliver while sitting in one of her companion’s laps. As she breathed through her pains and summoned her strength, they offered words of reassurance to allay her fears and calm her mind. If all was well, her living baby was delivered into the midwife’s cloth-covered hands. This transition from body to world was marked by rituals devised and practiced only by women. First, the newborn was placed upon the ground, and the midwife made a special sign, which was the “custom of women,” to announce its sex. Then she examined its body, gently testing the mobility of limbs, the flex of joints, the keenness of senses. Once the newborn was declared well and had cried vigorously, the mother’s companions performed their ololugé, an ululation uttered only by women, so the announcement of the safe arrival was heard by the community.

			During the first week of life, newborns were extremely vulnerable, so they were not welcomed into their families or granted their name and social identity until the eighth day for girls and the ninth for boys. If a new mother’s midwife noticed the baby had a weak cry or a disability, then it was at risk of being “exposed”—abandoned to the elements to either perish or be claimed by another. Even if a newborn was thriving, its father had the right to expose it if he suspected it was conceived through infidelity or thought it “not worth the rearing.” But for mothers whose newborns were healthy and accepted by their fathers, those early days were spent in the company and care of their women, bathing, massaging, and feeding their baby gently into life.

			Soranus believed that newborns shouldn’t be fed for two days because they were recovering from the shock of being born and still full of the “maternal food” they ingested in the womb. Breastfeeding mothers were advised to postpone nursing until the fourth day, because colostrum, the nutriment produced by the breasts right after birth, was considered “unwholesome” and indigestible. Until then, babies were nourished with goat’s milk or boiled honey. Colostrum is now described as “liquid gold” because of its color and benefits and is known to be filled with nutrients and antibodies that can strengthen the newborn’s immune system and aid digestive health. But this “first milk” in the imperial era was assumed to be a corrupted substance because it was made by a body that had gone through the tumultuous “agitations” of labor.

			The newborns of aristocratic and wealthy mothers were often breastfed by wet nurses. A wet nurse—nutrix—was usually an enslaved women who already worked for the family or a woman who was hired specially. If Soranus’s standards for good midwifery were rigid, they were even more exacting for wet nurses. Breast milk was seen as a vital substance through which not only essential nutrition but also moral and temperamental qualities were transmitted from nurse to nursling. As well as having given birth two or three times and being healthy and strong with medium-sized breasts that produced plentiful but not copious milk, wet nurses were expected to be sympathetic, affectionate, calm, never superstitious, and always self-controlled. They had to abstain from getting drunk, being lewd, partying, and indulging in various pleasures, including sex. “Coitus,” Soranus warned, spoiled breast milk because it boiled up a woman’s blood and, it was believed, cooled “affection toward [the] nursling by the diversion of sexual pleasure.”

			The publicly prized values of Roman mothering were not generally the ones channeled through women’s body fluids. Cornelia, mother of the Gracchi, was renowned for rearing her sons “not so much on [her] lap as by her speech.” Aristocratic mothers were respected for raising their children to become ethical and eloquent adults. Meanwhile, the exhausting, attentive, physical labor of nurturing and tending was performed by othermothers. Wet nurses sometimes stayed in their charge’s lives for years—Pliny the Younger gifted his nurse a farm in her old age—but their mothering work was neither glorified nor venerated. Meanwhile, when upper-class mothers did choose to breastfeed, they were praised for their exceptional maternal devotion and for taking on such a “burdensome and difficult task.” When a woman named Graxia died in Rome around the second/third century ce, at only twenty-four years old, the inscription on her marble sarcophagus honored her as a virtuous and faithful mother who “nursed her children with her own breasts.”

			Although employing wet nurses was common, some Roman moralists believed that sparing the “burden” of breastfeeding was a dereliction of a biological mother’s duty. “[L]et her be completely the mother of her own child,” implored the philosopher Favorinus, in the second century ce; “what sort of half-baked, unnatural kind of mother bears a child and then sends it away?…Do you think…that women have nipples for decoration and not for feeding their babies?” Despite his insistence on the importance of maternal love and bonding, Favorinus was mostly worried about wet nurses “corrupting” the bodies and minds of noble newborns with their “degraded” milk. Wet nurses were usually of a lower social class than their employers, so they could be looked down upon and distrusted. But the perpetuation of “noble” citizens depended on nurses’ work as caregivers. Soranus claimed that birth mothers who didn’t breastfeed were healthier in subsequent pregnancies. Breastfeeding was also known to often suppress menstruation and limit fertility. By delegating their maternal bodily labor to an othermother, noble women were freed up to serve the empire by producing more of those valuable heirs.

			Wet nursing was more than just an invaluable service for the upper classes. It provided paid work for women, and it saved the lives of infants whose mothers had died or were unwell or impoverished. Some women were employed to nurture exposed infants who had been reclaimed by free citizens with the intention of raising them sometimes as adopted children, but more often as slaves. In 13 bce, in Alexandria, a Persian woman named Theodote was paid eight drachmas and a pint of olive oil every month by a slave owner named Marcus Aemilius for nursing his newborn foundling. Theodote, a married freewoman, was issued a contract stating that she had been entrusted to take the infant into her home and feed it “with her own pure and unadulterated milk.” In return for her wages, she agreed to not do anything that would “ruin” her milk—including having sex, becoming pregnant, and nursing other infants. If the foundling perished in her care, she would be handed another. After eighteen months, Theodote had to return the child she vowed to care for as if she were her own—if she broke the contract, she and her husband would be prosecuted and fined. The child, a girl, was given the name Tyche, meaning “luck.” Her name belied her fate. After being cared for by Theodote, Tyche spent her life in slavery.

			Wet nursing was so important to the reproductive culture of ancient Rome that a grand monument was once dedicated to the practice. According to the grammarian Festus, newborns who were unwanted or couldn’t be cared for were abandoned around a stone column that stood in the bustling marketplace on the Capitoline Hill. The Columna Lactaria—“Milk Column”—was so named because wet nurses gathered there to be employed to care for abandoned infants. Women who were unable to breastfeed and couldn’t afford to hire a nurse brought their infants to the Columna in the hopes they might be fed by a willing woman. Wet nursing and othermothering were also written into the history of Rome itself, in the mythological story of its founders, the twins Romulus and Remus.

			Romulus and Remus’s mother was Rhea Silva, a vestal virgin who became pregnant after she was raped by the god Mars. The twins’ maternal great-uncle, King Amulius, ordered the twins to be abandoned because they threatened his reign. Placed in a basket on the banks of the River Tiber, the twins were rescued by a she-wolf, who nursed them near the mouth of her cave, the Lupercal, under a fig tree. This tree was sacred to Rumina, the goddess who protected breastfeeding mothers and nursing infants. Romulus and Remus were later taken in by a shepherd and his wife, Acca Larentia, who nurtured and raised them. Acca Laurentia became a goddess of fertility, honored for her foster mothering and for bearing twelve children. The Capitoline Wolf, the magnificent Etruscan bronze sculpture of the infant twins suckling the she-wolf, remains one of the most iconic representations of ancient mythology and mythical maternity.

			Around 230–240 ce, on a wall in the labyrinthine Catacombs of Priscilla that stretched beneath the Via Salaria in Rome, a fresco was painted of a woman nursing a baby on her lap. This fresco is thought to be the first art image of Mary, the mother of Jesus Christ in Christian theology. By the late fourth century, when Christianity was declared the official religion of the Roman empire, the pagan myths and ritual practices that had guided and shaped motherhood as an institution and an experience had been eclipsed. Motherhood under Christianity remained women’s biological destiny and social duty. But in the figure of Mary, a new ideal of virtuous mothering was consecrated, one that would impact social, cultural, and medical perceptions of motherhood, reproduction, and childbearing for centuries. Through its punitive doctrine, early Christian theology entrenched the prevailing beliefs about female weakness, inferiority, and subordination that had confined women’s lives and bodies throughout antiquity to bearing and raising children. Under the moral glare of this new regime, women’s right to call their bodies their own was pushed even further from them. But with its reverence for motherhood beyond the biological, early Christianity offered some women unimaginable freedoms and possibilities—in their lives as women and their roles as mothers. Motherhood, unbuckled from bodily labor and domestic duty, was reimagined as a symbolic vocation, a spiritual calling.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Blessed Among Women

			
			On a spring morning in 385 ce, at the Roman seaport of Ostia, two children watched as their mother, Paula, and older sister Euchostium sailed away on a ship, bound for the deserts of Egypt and the Holy Lands. Rufina, who was thirteen, wept because her mother wouldn’t be there for her during her impending marriage. Toxotius, a young boy, cried for his mother to stay, his arms outstretched to the departing ship. Other passengers gazed back to shore, waving to their families. But Paula kept her dry eyes “fixed on heaven.” For months, she had been preparing for this moment, when she would leave behind her home, privilege, possessions, and children, and spend her life serving her new Christian faith.

			Paula was an aristocratic matrona from an illustrious Roman family. She was married at sixteen, and after having four daughters gave birth to the son and heir her husband desperately wanted. Paula’s obligations as a wife were done. When her husband died, she was only thirty-two. She had borne more than three living children, so she could live independently and keep her own money. She decided to withdraw from aristocratic society and embrace her burgeoning beliefs. With her eldest daughters, she joined a community of Christian women who gathered at the palatial home of Marcella, a beautiful and intelligent widow who refused to remarry and committed herself to chastity and piety.

			Inspired by visiting priests’ accounts of monastic communities in Egypt, Marcella and her women lived as the monks did. Most Roman widows of their rank wore expensive silks and jewelry of gold and pearls, their faces rouged and eyes kohled. But Marcella’s women sold their jewels, shunned their robes, and donned brown tunics made of goat’s hair—literal hair shirts. Instead of spending their days in a whirl of parties and receptions, they sheltered in Marcella’s home, studying scripture, singing, praying, and fasting. It was here that Paula met Jerome, the priest and theologian who traveled with her, became her friend and collaborator, and wrote about her life.

			In 380, the year Paula was widowed, Christianity became the official religion of the Roman empire. But its rise, since the early first century ce, led to violent schisms across the Roman world. Christianity began as an underground movement, practiced by groups of outliers who turned their backs on the pantheon of gods and pagan ritual practices. Thousands of people who converted to Christianity were persecuted and executed. One was Perpetua, a twenty-two-year-old noblewoman from Carthage—now Tunisia—in North Africa. On March 7, 203, Perpetua and her servant Felicity were arrested with a group of Christian men. Refusing to rescind their faith, they were imprisoned. Perpetua was the mother of a baby son, only months old. Felicity was eight months pregnant.

			The prison was crowded, noisy, and unbearably hot. Perpetua’s baby, who initially stayed with her, was “weak from hunger,” and her breasts, full of milk, ached terribly. A soldier was bribed to move them to a quieter part of the prison where they could rest, and Perpetua, relieved, was able to feed her baby. At her hearing, Perpetua’s father begged her to relinquish her beliefs, perform a sacrifice to honor the emperor, and think of her baby, but she refused. Her sentence was death by the swords of gladiators and teeth of animals before jeering crowds in the amphitheater. After her hearing, Perpetua asked to see her baby, who had been taken from her to be cared for by her mother and brother, but her father wouldn’t allow it. Miraculously, however, her breasts were no longer inflamed, for her baby had instantly weaned. “It was God’s will that [he] should no longer want the breast,” she reflected, “…so I was no longer tormented by worry for the baby nor by discomfort.”

			It was illegal, at the time, for women to be executed while they were pregnant. Felicity was distraught that she would not be martyred alongside Perpetua and their companions. After praying intently, she went into a painful labor. Her baby daughter was given to Felicity’s sister, who raised her as her own. For Felicity, her early labor was a gift from God. As she was led from the prison to the amphitheater, she felt like she was “going…from one bloody event to another, from the midwife to the gladiator, preparing to wash after childbirth in a second baptism.”

			Perpetua and Felicity’s experiences were recorded in The Passion of Saints Perpetua and Felicity, a narrative Perpetua is thought to have written while in prison, which was completed by a redactor after her death. If The Passion is authentic, it is one of the first surviving texts by a Christian woman—and its accounts of Perpetua’s maternal body and feelings for her child are some of the earliest recorded insights into a woman’s own physical and emotional experiences of mothering. Perpetua yearned to nurture her son. But her yearning to be released from the burdens of motherhood and ascend to heaven was all-consuming.

			It’s difficult to understand how Perpetua chose an agonizing public death over a life with her child, or how Paula could turn away from Rufina and Toxotius as they sobbed for her on the shore. But this new faith offered these women an incredible sense of freedom and purpose. Paula’s and Perpetua’s lives had been destined for marriage and motherhood since they were born. They had no choice about being married off in their mid-teens, and childbearing was demanded of them. Christianity released them from their domestic duties and constrained social roles—and it enabled them to pursue lives unshackled from the limitations imposed on them as women by their society.

			Paula, according to Jerome, adored her children. The “profound torment” of leaving them made her feel like she was being “torn limb from limb as she fought against the pain.” “No woman…has ever loved their children as much as she did,” Jerome insisted. But to prove herself “Christ’s servant,” she “denied that she was a mother.” Paula’s faith—not to mention her fortune—opened the world up to her. Paula was one of the Desert Mothers, a group of Roman women inspired by men like Anthony the Great who founded monastic communities in the deserts in the fourth and fifth centuries ce. A bishop named Palladius claimed that nearly three thousand women were living in the Egyptian deserts during this time. Melania the Elder, a Spanish-born widow who converted to Christianity, went to live among the monks near Alexandria in 372, when she was twenty-two. She left her youngest son, the only one of her three children to survive childhood.

			The Desert Mothers birthed their religion into being. Melania the Elder’s granddaughter, Melania the Younger, built a women’s monastery on the Mount of Olives around 417 ce. Melania had left Rome in 408 with her husband Pinianus. Both of their children died very young, and their marriage became a chaste and spiritual partnership. Ninety women joined Melania’s cloistered community, including those she rescued from “degrading situations.” Provided her women “kept away from the gaze of men,” she promised to care for them, keep them safe, and lead them in prayer and scriptural study. Melania appointed another woman to act as Mother Superior. She loved her women as sisters and tended to them when their “Mother” had been too strict. Like Paula, Melania cultivated a new maternal identity for herself by serving as symbolic mother to one of the earliest monastic communities of women.

			Decades earlier, as they traveled across the Holy Lands, Paula and Euchostium gathered an entourage of young single women of all classes and circumstances who joined the three monasteries Paula founded in Bethlehem after she settled there. As Mother Superior, Paula tended to her women when they were sick, settled their disputes, and allayed their frustrations. But she was quick to reprimand any behavior that amounted to “spiritual ugliness.” If her young girls became “frisky with thoughts of sex,” Paula forced them to fast for days.

			Female sexuality, to early church fathers like Jerome, was the root of all evil. For centuries, women had been mythologized as lascivious, impressionable creatures at the mercy of their desires and impulses. These myths provided justifications for forcing them to live under the rule of men and confining their sexual lives to marriage and procreation. From the end of the second century ce, theologians writing about the principles of Christian life doubled down on these misogynistic views. Female carnal weakness, they warned, was indisputable and destructive. The Book of Genesis declared that all human women descended from Eve, who couldn’t resist the forbidden temptations of the tree of knowledge. Since she allowed herself to be tricked into defying God’s will, she was responsible for original sin and the fall of mankind from Paradise. For early Christian author Tertullian, all women carried the guilt of Eve’s disobedient and desirous nature. “You are the devil’s gateway,” he informed them in 197 ce.

			To men like Tertullian, Eve’s very creation proved that women’s subordination to men was innate and irrefutable. She was not made, like Adam, from the soil of earth in the image of God. Instead, she was spawned from Adam’s rib for the purpose of providing him with a “helpmeet.” In the early fifth century, Augustine of Hippo wondered why women were assigned this auspicious role. They were too physically weak to work the land, so they weren’t made to be assistant laborers. Their intelligence was lacking, and their conversation wasn’t riveting, so they weren’t made to relieve men’s boredom. The only reason Augustine could fathom was the “procreation of children.” This explained why God had made them live “more in accordance with the promptings of the inferior flesh than by the superior reason.” Only by joining to men in monogamous marriage and fulfilling Eve’s duty to “be fruitful, and multiply” was women’s existence legitimized. By bearing children, women achieved salvation. But Eve’s transgression condemned them to suffer while doing so. “I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception,” God told women in Genesis, “in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thou desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.”

			Christian theology didn’t invent the notion that the purpose of womankind was to conceive, gestate, and give birth. Nor did it originate the association between female bodies and “inferior flesh” or introduce the idea that childbearing was both women’s salvation and their punishment. Eve was an amalgamation of centuries of misogynistic mythmaking, a straw woman for patriarchal reproductive ambitions. And her myth has cast the longest shadow over social, cultural, and medical attitudes concerning women’s reproductive and birthing bodies and motherhood.

			Christian writers grappled with the problem their doctrine posed about female sexuality and physical maternity. There was no denying the fact that bearing children involved getting up close and personal with “the devil’s gateway.” Fornicators could be saved from sin if they restricted their sex lives to marriage and indulged in intercourse purely to procreate. But only women who committed to lifelong virginity or chose to be chaste widows could attain the highest status of Christian womanhood. Even faithful wives and mothers who mostly abstained from sex and remained subservient to their husbands were never completely free of Eve’s shame and pain. As advocates of asceticism, Jerome and Tertullian were not exactly championing marriage and family-making. Although married women were doing “God’s work,” they were too busy being helpmeets, keeping house, and caring for children to commit to spiritual life. And they were constantly reminded of the degradations of their femaleness because of the sufferings of conception, pregnancy, and birth.

			In 384, Jerome wrote to Paula’s daughter Euchostium to remind her of the “unpleasant aspects of marriage” that devout virgins like her wouldn’t have to deal with. The “swollen belly, the crying baby, the pain caused by your husband’s mistress,” and “the anxieties involved in running a household” were, to Jerome, awful burdens that “death at least cuts short.” John Chrysostom, the influential preacher who served as archbishop of Constantinople from 397 ce, agreed that the virgin life was preferable for Christian women, and he was equally despondent about the hardships of married motherhood. “[Nothing] that has to do with marriage is without fear,” he wrote. “She fears that she might lose in a miscarriage what has been conceived and being pregnant her own life might be endangered…When the time of birth is at hand, labor pains tear and rend the hard-pressed womb for an incredible time.” With all the “sleepless nights,” “spreading of limbs,” and “unsufferable pain,” Chrysostom wondered why women continued to “submit to such things.”

			Many women in the late Roman and early Byzantine empires had little choice but to submit to such things. Unless they retreated into ascetic life, they had few options beyond marriage and motherhood for ensuring their safety and security. While Chrysostom was certain that the “sorrow” of bearing and birthing was women’s deserved punishment, he believed that God “implanted…pleasure and happiness…together with the sufferings.” Women endured such agonies and exhaustions because nurturing and raising their children, he declared, brought exquisite rewards. Chrysostom respected the intimate bonds between a mother and her child, which grew as she nurtured and held, tended, and cared. And he admired the way women raised their little ones with “tenderness and affection.” He described how children ran home from school after being scolded by their teachers to their mothers, who would “embrace them, and kiss them…wipe away their tears and relieve their sorrowing spirits.”

			Chrysostom, a leading advocate of Christian family values, held distinctly gendered views about parenting. Where a model father was an instructive disciplinarian, ideal mothers were sentimental and yielding. Mothers tended to their children when they were unwell; they wept if they were badly treated; and their grief, if their children died, was immeasurable. Fathers were responsible for training their sons for lives outside the home, while mothers were expected to mold their daughters into virtuous wives and mothers. “Mothers, govern your daughters carefully,” advised Chrysostom; “…keep watch that they are home-bodies…educate them to be pious, moderate, to think little of wealth, to remain unadorned. So give them in marriage.”

			The highest and holiest ideals of Christian womanhood—virginity, subservience, and maternal devotion—coalesced in the figure of Mary, the mother of Jesus Christ. In Christian theology, Mary, a young Jewish woman living in Nazareth in the early first century ce, was chosen by God to give birth to his son on earth. In the canonical story of the annunciation, first told in the second century in the New Testament Gospel of Luke, Mary is visited by the angel Gabriel and told, “Thou shalt conceive in thy womb, and bring forth a son, and shalt call his name Jesus.” Understandably, Mary—who was betrothed to Joseph but knew “no man”—was a little perplexed about how she would conceive and bring forth the son of God. But Gabriel explained that the “Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and the power of the Highest shall overshadow thee.” To demonstrate God’s procreative power, Gabriel told Mary that her older cousin Elisabeth, who was unable to have children, had received an annunciation of her own. Mary went to Juda to visit Elisabeth, and upon hearing her news, the baby—who became John the Baptist—“leaped in her womb; and Elisabeth was filled with the Holy Ghost.”

			The New Testament nativities were hazy on the details of how the infant Christ was delivered from Mary’s womb to the world. In Luke, Mary’s labor began when she and Joseph were in his ancestral town, Bethlehem, to register in a census called by Caesar Augustus. There was no guest house available, so, famously, Mary made do with a stable as her birthing room, and there she “brought forth her firstborn son, wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger.” This account of the nativity implied that Mary gave birth unlike all other human women by saying nothing at all about her birthing body, her physical efforts, her blood and fluid and pain. There is no mention of her placenta being delivered, no reference to the umbilical cord pulsing before being tied and cut. Mary simply bore as she conceived, by a divine “overshadowing” of her body.

			In the early-mid second century, the Gospel of James fleshed out some of the missing details of the mysterious “virgin” birth. James was denounced by church authorities as apocrypha and rejected as New Testament canon in 500, but it remained a popular nativity narrative. In this version, Mary’s labor began while she was traveling through the desert to Bethlehem, on a donkey, with much older carpenter-widower Joseph. “Take me down off this ass,” she pleaded, “for that which is in me presses to come forth.” Joseph panicked because he didn’t know where he was supposed to take Mary so she could “cover [her] disgrace.” But he managed to locate a cave, and after making sure Mary was safely inside, ran into town in search of a Hebrew midwife. When he found a suitable woman, she asked if she would be attending his wife. Joseph explained that his betrothed was a “virgin” who conceived not of him, but of the holy spirit. While Luke hadn’t explained how the “overshadowing” was accomplished, James leaned into the event’s dramatic potential. When Joseph and the midwife returned to the cave, it was engulfed by a “luminous cloud,” which quickly bloomed into eye-blinding light. As the light dimmed, Mary was revealed, breastfeeding her newborn son. Mary hadn’t needed any assistance from the midwife because she brought forth through the medium of God’s shadow-and-light show. Her agency, as a birthing woman, was superseded by the intervention of an all-powerful male God. Breastfeeding was the only trace of her physical maternity.

			The canonical gospels said nothing about what happened to Mary before she was selected as God’s “handmaid,” but James told a story of her life, beginning with her own conception and birth. Her mother, Anne, faced fertility challenges throughout her marriage to Joachim, Mary’s father. Shamed for being “barren,” Anne, now past reproductive age, was distraught that she had never become a mother. Taking a beat from Elisabeth’s miracle pregnancy, Anne became pregnant against all odds. She was visited by an angel who told her she would bear a child who “shall be spoken of in all the world.” After nine months, Anne gave birth to Mary with the help of a midwife. When Mary was three, Anne and Joachim sent their blessed child to the “Temple of the Lord.” She lived there until she was twelve, when she started menstruating and had to leave because she was “polluted.” Joseph was ordered by temple priests to take Mary into his home and protect her virginity.

			The Gospel of James was the first to claim that Mary was a “virgin” before, during, and after the birth of Jesus. But the question of whether Mary remained a virgin in perpetuity was more than a little contentious. In the early third century, Tertullian, of “devil’s gateway” fame, refuted Mary’s virginitas in partu—“virginity in giving birth.” This wasn’t because he decided to start celebrating rather than denigrating women’s birthing bodies. For him, the notion of a virgin birth denied Jesus’s humanity. Jerome, in 383, defended Mary’s perpetual virginity by arguing that she and Joseph kept a chaste marriage, and Mary was always holy “in body and spirit.”

			In 431, in Ephesus, a council of bishops declared that Mary didn’t just birth God’s son in human form, but God in the form of man. They decreed she should be honored as the mother of God and named Theotokos—“God-Bearer.” In 533, at a council in Constantinople called by Justinian I, emperor of the Byzantine empire, Mary was venerated as both mother of God and aeiparthenos—“ever virgin.” The Cult of the Virgin Mary flourished. Churches and shrines were adorned with her image, infusing Christianity with reverence for maternal grace and motherly devotion. Undoubtedly, Mary is among the most iconic and influential representations of mothering in history. She epitomizes, in Christianity, the highest possible state of motherhood—and she symbolizes the belief that mothering is a holy vocation, a divine calling. For her worshipers, Mary’s status as a virgin mother is deeply sacred. But the way the figure of Mary was constructed by Christian patriarchs represents a model of piety, sacrifice, and purity that couldn’t be further removed from the lived realities of physical maternity and mothering.

			As the “Second Eve,” Mary “saved” womankind from original woman Eve’s temptations and transgressions. But unlike all other daughters of Eve, Mary—the “stainless jewel of virginity”—became a mother free of pain and shame. Theologians who promoted virginity decried childbirth as shameful and agonizing. But catastrophizing childbearing was a convenient way to deny the strength, resilience, and power women possess when giving birth. Since God enabled Mary to “bring forth,” her delivery happened without the efforts of her or anyone else. In the New Testament, no midwife—in fact, no other woman—is present during Jesus’s birth. So the most influential childbirth narrative in Western religious culture erased the labor, efforts, and skills of both birthing women and the caregivers that their lives and those of their infants depended on.

			If there is any “miracle” of childbirth, it is the birthing body. But patriarchs were particularly fond of devising myths that diminished women’s reproductive agency. No doubt they found women’s capacity to create and sustain life intimidating. By interpreting Jesus’s conception and birth as miracles accomplished by a male God, early church fathers glorified the long-held belief that a pregnant woman was a passive vessel, an obedient carriage. The finer details of Mary’s pregnancy were influenced by Aristotle’s popular theory that men endowed the embryo with soul and spirit, while women provided only its nutritive “matter.” As the submissive host to a pregnancy facilitated by a male spirit, Mary epitomized the patriarchal procreative fantasy.

			The stories of the annunciation and the nativity crystallized already ingrained beliefs about women’s reproductive autonomy. Mary’s life, like that of many women throughout the antiquity, was defined by carrying and bearing a child who belonged to its father. In ancient Greece and Rome, married women who took their fertility into their own hands were violating a man’s legal right to his property. But a fetus wasn’t granted “personhood” until after it was born and accepted by its father—until then, it could still be considered part of its mothers’ body. Under Christianity, however, all human life was believed to be divinely created, so intervening to end a pregnancy could be construed as murder. This belief, perpetuated by men establishing the moral principles of Christian life, has had enduring consequences for reproductive health, rights, and freedoms.

			At the end of the second century ce, Tertullian pronounced that an embryo didn’t become a “human being in the womb” until “its form was completed.” He recognized that only pregnant women could determine when “the embryo within [them]” develops “any vital force other than [their] own.” A fetus’s movements are often felt, for the first time, between sixteen and twenty-four weeks of pregnancy. Tertullian also admitted that embryotomy was a “cruel necessity” when a mother’s life needed to be saved. Augustine of Hippo distinguished between “formed” and “unformed” fetuses when he wrote about the morality of abortion in the fifth century. Following Aristotle’s theory that fetuses became “animated” after forty days for a male and ninety for a female, Augustine conceded that abortion was not murder if it happened before a fetus was formed and “ensouled.”

			Around 305–306, the Council of Elvira—the first Christian council held in Spain—decided that women who procured abortions should be exiled from the church and forbidden holy communion. But only women who ended pregnancies after committing “adultery” received this penalty. In 314, the Council of Ancyra decreed that “women who fornicate and either kill their offspring or endeavor to cause abortion” should do ten years’ penance. The same penalty applied to people “employed in making drugs for abortion.” Both canons punished women who violated the sexual morality of the church—the overarching intention was not to protect “unborn” lives, but to keep women in check.

			These early Christian moralists and lawmakers were not physicians. They didn’t write tracts about gynecology and obstetrics, and they were not ministering to women’s bodies and health. Regardless of their attempts to govern reproduction, abortion and contraception remained accepted aspects of healthcare. In the Byzantine empire, during the reign of Justinian I, an influential medical encyclopedia titled Tetrabiblon, compiled by Greek physician Aëtius of Amida, included recipes and methods for preventing and ending pregnancies. In several chapters on gynecology and childbirth, Aëtius, who served in Justinian’s royal court, credited notable male physicians, including Soranus, on topics like “uterine fury” and “nymphomania.” But he also attributed ten chapters to a woman physician named Aspasia. The only surviving source on Aspasia’s work is Tetrabiblon. But her innovative treatments for conditions including menstrual suppression and womb displacement show that she was a pioneering gynecologist and a skilled midwife. Aëtius credited Aspasia in guides on caring for women during pregnancy, after embryotomy, and through difficult labor. She was also the source of the Tetrabiblon’s recipes and methods for “Inducing an Abortion.” For the first time, a woman physician was given her due as an expert on reproductive health and maternal bodies.

			By condemning “fornication” as a sin, Christianity tried its hardest to confine sexuality to procreation within monogamous marriage. But not all women in sixth-century Byzantium were ensconced in good Christian unions. And not every woman who became pregnant was able to birth or raise a child. Emperor Justinian would have been only too aware of this. His wife, Empress Theodora, brought about sweeping reforms to protect women and girls from exploitation and oppression. As Justinian’s close adviser, she enshrined some of history’s first legal protections for women. Under her rule, rape was punishable by death, marriage and divorce became more equitable, and women forced into sex work were offered safe havens in refuges and convents. She also punished pimps who profited from children and young girls.

			Theodora’s achievements were overshadowed by scurrilous stories about her life before she became empress. Theodora wasn’t born into privilege, and as a young child, she was made to work as an actress and dancer. According to Procopius, a misogynistic sixth-century historian, she had also been a sex worker. Procopius delighted in “slut-shaming” Theodora and claiming she was an avaricious social climber who lured Justinian with her lusty ways. But if his reports of what happened to her are even vaguely accurate, her early life was incredibly traumatic. Theodora was known for being a courtesan before she met Justinian, and as a woman of low rank she wasn’t permitted to marry above her class. Justinian changed the law so he could marry her, which meant other women in unstable circumstances could gain some safety and security by marrying up. Procopius was outraged that Justinian chose to marry “a woman double-dyed in every kind of horrible pollution” when he could have his pick of any noblewoman who was “still a virgin—or, as they say, pert of breast.” But most appalling of all, to Procopius, was Theodora’s “[guilt] over and over again of infanticide by willful abortion.”

			Theodora had two children before she married Justinian—a daughter, who died in infancy, and a son, born when she was only fourteen. She was unable to care for her baby because she needed to work, so he was taken by his father and shipped away. Procopius cast Theodora as a neglectful harlot who refused to mother because she could no longer use her body in the ways she wanted to. Theodora and Justinian had no children together. Procopius claimed this was because the empress, having been a sex worker, knew all the tricks for preventing and ending pregnancies. But Procopius’s exposé of Theodora’s reproductive autonomy wasn’t necessarily a moral crusade. He weaponized her child-free marital status and her choice to control her fertility because she was bold enough to redress male-dominated society’s unjust treatment of women and their bodies.

			Throughout antiquity, the institution of motherhood was constructed by men who sought to mold their societies by restricting women’s lives and freedoms. The advent of Christianity and the early church codified the era’s pernicious beliefs about the female body and mind, alongside newly unattainable ideals of physical maternity and mothering. These ideals, constructed and perpetuated by men of the church, shaped beliefs about mothers and their value. But as more women became able to describe and determine their own lives, the voices of mothers would begin to rise. As they related to, embraced, challenged, and resisted patriarchal expectations of motherhood, women who mothered—in the home as they nurtured and raised children, in spiritual communities as leaders and thinkers, in birthing spaces as caregivers—began to weave their own maternal histories.
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				Faith and Fortitude: Ninth to Sixteenth Century

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Fragile Labors

			
			In June 841, Dhuoda, a noblewoman of the Carolingian empire, bid farewell to her fourteen-year-old son, William. He was leaving to serve as vassal to Charles, the eighteen-year-old grandson of Charlemagne, the first Carolingian emperor. Charles and his half brothers, the sons of reigning Emperor Louis the Pious, had been embroiled for a decade in fierce wars over land and succession. William was forced into the fray by his father, Bernard, a foolish duke with dynastic family ties who was accused of having an affair with Charles’s mother, Judith. After Charles won a victory at the bloody Battle of Fontenoy, Bernard made William swear fealty to the future emperor in the hopes of restoring his position at court and his reputation.

			As Bernard commanded, William’s mother Dhuoda remained at their family home in Uzès, a town in present-day Southern France. She was lonely, and missing both William and her other son, born earlier that spring, terribly. When her baby was only a month old, he was taken from her, at Bernard’s behest, and sent to Aquitaine. He hadn’t been baptized, and Dhuoda didn’t know his name. As paterfamilias, Bernard held the right to name his sons and decide their fates. Dhuoda had no such right. She was alone in her grief, and the only way she could mother her sons was from afar. So on November 30, 841, the day after William’s fifteenth birthday, she began writing a handbook of moral and spiritual advice to guide him into adulthood. “I have observed that most women in this world take joy in their children,” she wrote. “But, my son William, I see myself, Dhuoda, living separated and far away from you. For this reason, I am somewhat ill at ease, and eager to be useful to you.” Every day, Dhuoda transcribed the lessons she wished she could impart in person. After fourteen months, her handbook, the Liber Manualis, was ready to be sent to William.

			Dhuoda was a duchess, wife, and mother in the first Christian empire in Europe. Founded in 800 when its namesake Charlemagne was crowned, the Carolingian empire was established to restore the Roman empire in Western Europe after its collapse in 476. The laws and customs of Carolingian society were laid down by clerics tasked by Charlemagne’s ruling dynasty to unify the empire through Christian beliefs and practices. Informed by Bible teachings and Latin translations of classical philosophy and natural science, they subscribed to the prevailing lore of women’s inferiority and subordination. Marriage and motherhood, especially for the daughter of a noble family, remained a biological imperative and a social duty. Dhuoda’s father was a duke, so she was a worthy wife for a man of royal blood. Her marriage to Bernard—which took place when she was in her mid- to late teens, at the Palace of Aachen—was a strategic arrangement. As part of their social and religious reforms, Carolingian church councils defined marriage as a monogamous union consecrated by God. Divorce was prohibited, so wives and husbands were expected to love and honor only each other. Dhuoda at least kept up her part of the bargain by bowing to Bernard’s authority and remaining chaste and faithful. And she fulfilled her obligations to her husband and the empire by bearing two sons to contribute to the imperial lineage.

			Dhuoda had no choice in the path her life would take. But because she was a mother of noble sons, her position within her family and her society was valued and respected. Where early church fathers had urged young women to choose perpetual virginity over the pains and perils of biological maternity, Carolingian reformers encouraged married motherhood. Women who bore and raised God-fearing citizens were celebrated as the wellspring through which the prized virtues of Christianity flowed. Female nature was still regarded as impressionable and weak, and bearing and birthing were still steeped in punishment and shame. But by remaining subservient to her husband, bearing healthy heirs, and devoting herself to the well-being of her children—and through them, her society—a woman transcended her sin-laden femaleness. And at least within the domestic sphere, privileged women could exert influence and authority—particularly over their sons—as educators, spiritual guides, and moral guardians.

			In her handbook, Dhuoda counseled William about serving God, honoring his useless father, behaving well at court, and living honorably. She was customarily modest and admonished her efforts as those of an “unworthy woman.” But her writing was curious and intelligent, and often playful and witty. She composed an acrostic poem for William to puzzle out; the first letter of each line spelled “read Dhuoda’s greetings to her beloved son William.” During Charlemagne’s reign, the empire flourished through a renaissance of literacy, cultural preservation, and artistic production. Dhuoda immersed herself in scripture and patristic writings, classical scholarship, ancient philosophy, and natural science. She channeled her learning into her handbook, infusing her lessons with her thought and research. The Liber Manualis is a rare record of the way an educated, aristocratic woman in the early Middle Ages did the mothering work that her society demanded of her. But it is also an intimate insight into one woman’s feelings about the world around her and her place within it, when the defining role in her life—being a mother—was fraught with uncertainty. If Dhuoda hadn’t been separated from her sons, she might never have committed her “maternal consciousness” to writing. Braided into her conventional maternal teachings are traces of her emotional relationship to motherhood and to herself, as she yearned for her baby son and her beloved William.

			It wasn’t unusual for a young man of William’s class to be fostered out and trained for adulthood. But as a warrior at Charles’s court, he had been swept into the eye of a turbulent storm, and Dhuoda was wracked with fear for his safety. Her handbook was a talisman, infused with the protective force of her love. “Even though I am absent in body, this little book will be present,” she wrote. It had been only a few months since her baby was taken from her, and she had been unwell ever since. She hoped William would share the book with his younger brother when he grew up. Dhuoda, in her writing, was mothering in absentia. She was also processing her feelings about her life situation, her ailing postpartum body, and her sense of impending mortality. “I am not sure of my own merits,” she wrote, “…since in my fragile labor I feel shaken by the waves of the sea.” Dhuoda was “bruised and burdened” by her ill-health and loneliness, the financial difficulties of managing Bernard’s estate, and the fear that she wouldn’t live to see William have children of his own. But in the worth and meaning of her love for her children, she was certain and sure. William would have many “learned doctors” to teach him. But none, she proclaimed, would be “of equal status with me, or have a heart more ardent than I, your mother, have for you, my firstborn son!”

			There was nothing Dhuoda could have done to stop Bernard wrenching her sons away from her. Patrilineal authority in Carolingian society was, at it had been for centuries, sacrosanct and irrefutable. But through her writing, Dhouda asserted her authority as a mother to teach, guide, and love the children who “issued forth out of [her body] into the world.” Christian mothers were expected to raise their children “more in the spirit than in the flesh.” Dhuoda, however, didn’t shy away from evoking the tactile bond between her and her sons. She wrote of William’s senses, voice, and “bodily virtues” as if she were trying to conjure up his physical presence. “These verses,” she reminded William in a poem, were composed for his “body as well as [his] mind.” Her pages were connective tissue, forged by her hand to be held in his. She hoped that when he received her handbook, he wouldn’t just read and study it, but speak its words with his lips, grasp it in his hands and touch it, turn it over and enfold it. More than anything, she wanted William to bring her words and lessons into his heart, and into life. “For let it be said that this little book…consists of words from me, and their actualization in you.”

			Nothing is known for sure about Dhuoda’s life after she wrote the Liber Manualis. It’s thought that she gave birth to a daughter around 844. That same year, Charles the Bald—as he became known—ordered Bernard to be executed for treason. Dhuoda’s baby son, whom Bernard imaginatively named after himself, grew up to become Bernard Plantapilosa—an epithet meaning “hairy paws”—and served as the Count of Auvergne. Dhuoda never had the chance to be a grandmother to William’s children. After Bernard’s execution, William revolted against Charles. In 850, after attempting to claim his father’s former title as Count of Barcelona, William was killed. His mother’s handbook was with him when he died.

			Dhuoda’s Liber Manualis is one of the only surviving accounts of a woman’s feelings about mothering at a time when the ideals of Christian motherhood, which endure to this day, were embedded into Western culture by churchmen striving to reform society. Restricting women’s lives—and bodies—to bearing, nurturing, and raising children according to stringent moral and religious standards was a fundamental part of these reforms. Society’s dependence on women’s reproductive and maternal duties was enforced by two fundamentally contradictory beliefs about womankind that to Christian patriarchs were indisputable. First, the sole purpose of women’s creation was to produce children. Second, women were inherently sinful beings who were “saved” by emulating the chaste and humble maternal devotion epitomized by the Virgin Mary.

			Dhuoda was an exemplary Carolingian mother. But even a woman who married well, bore living sons, and mothered dutifully was vulnerable to the patriarchal forces that controlled her and her children’s lives. Motherhood was precarious enough for women of Dhuoda’s rank, let alone for those who lacked the privilege of wealth and the security of marriage. Only married women were recognized, as had been the case throughout the antiquity, as legitimate mothers. Fornication was a sin, and unmarried women who had been raped or were unable to provide for a child were still made to do penance if they procured an abortion or in desperation ended their infants’ lives.

			In the mid-eighth century, in the town of Tauberbischofsheim in Germany, a young single woman who, in the parlance of the time, was “crippled” spent her days begging for alms outside the gates of a women’s monastery. The abbess, Leoba, took pity on her, and provided her with food and clothes. Unbeknownst to Leoba and her nuns, the young woman was pregnant. Desperate to keep her shame a secret, she blamed her swelling belly on an illness. When her time came, she gave birth alone, under cover of night. After swaddling her baby, she plunged its tiny body into a river-fed pool.

			The next morning, a local woman discovered the baby’s corpse while drawing water from the pool. “Burning with womanly rage,” she screamed that one of the nuns must have committed the crime to conceal an indiscretion. The townspeople railed at them for hiding sins beneath their veils and polluting the water. Abbess Leoba ordered her nuns to assemble in the chapel and pray intently. Before the altar, Leoba stretched out her arms and prayed to God to prove their innocence. Suddenly the young woman, seated as always by the gates, appeared surrounded in flames. She cried out her confession. The townspeople were astonished, the nuns absolved, and the young woman condemned as a sinner for the rest of her life.

			Leoba, who was appointed mother superior of the Tauberbischofsheim convent by Boniface, the English Benedictine monk and missionary, was born in Anglo-Saxon England in the early eighth century. She was learned and extremely holy—she reportedly enabled several miracles through prayer, one of which was the revelation of her nuns’ innocence. After she died, she was recognized as a saint, and the story of her life was written in the early to mid-ninth century by a Carolingian monk named Rudolf of Fulda. Rudolf’s Vita Leoba is the earliest known biography of a Saxon woman, and one of the many life stories, or hagiographies, of people venerated as saints by the Catholic church. Hagiographies, highly popular forms of medieval literature, were written to demonstrate God’s power through tales of the miracles his most devout servants achieved through intercession. But they also retold histories, dispensed moral lessons, and explored social anxieties. And since the saints were real people, they also described their encounters with those who called on them, in person or prayer, in times of hardship and need.

			In the stories of saints who intervened when the health and lives of birthing women, new mothers, and infants hung in the balance, details are revealed about mothers’ physical and emotional experiences that would otherwise have gone unrecorded. Often, saints’ interventions in birthing spaces involved healing acts that strain belief. There is no way any woman would have survived three months of contractions followed by the removal, by her neighbors’ hands, of her stillborn baby after a cesarean section, as the recipient of an eleventh-century saint’s miracle claimed to have. But while exaggerated, hagiographic references to birth care procedures and maternity therapies were rooted in reality—as were their insights into social perceptions and moral judgments of mothers and mothering.

			Some accounts of saints’ interactions with mothers—like Rudolf’s account of Leoba’s dealings with, as he put it, “that wretched little woman”—were dramatic commentaries on good and bad mothering. For Rudolf, the destitute, disabled young woman was beyond redemption because she allowed herself to be deceived by the devil into fornicating. He had no sympathy for her plight or the circumstances of her pregnancy. Like other tales of saintly maternity, Rudolf’s story glorified spiritual motherhood while denouncing biological maternity—and the sex act it entailed—as full of sin and shame. Abbesses and saintly queens were often said to have derived immense joy from fostering unwanted infants, orphaned children, and newborns whose parents were unable to care for them. Some became surrogate mothers to oblates—children who were donated or abandoned by their parents to convents and monasteries. Saint Wiborada, an anchoress who lived in the cell of an abbey in St. Gallen, Switzerland, in the tenth century, adopted as her “spiritual daughter” a girl named Rachildis. The daughter of a noble family, Rachildis was chronically unwell with an incurable skin condition. Wiborada, through prayer and care, healed her.

			In the biography of Saint Marinos, a monk who lived in Lebanon during the fifth century, parenting transcended not only biological ties but gender norms. Marinos, who was identified as female at birth, refused to marry and shaved their head, dressed as a man, and went with their father to live as an ascetic monk in the Kadisha Valley. After being falsely accused of defiling and impregnating an innkeeper’s daughter, Marinos was cast out of the monastery. They accepted their punishment and lived outside the monastery gates, subsisting on scraps of leftover food. When the innkeeper’s daughter’s baby was born, his grandfather brought him to the monastery and demanded Marinos raise their son. Marinos swaddled the baby in fabric torn from their robe and retreated into a cave, where they spent years nurturing and raising him. In some versions of the hagiography, Marinos fed the baby with goat’s milk; in others, they were able to breastfeed. Marinos continued to care for their adopted son when they were allowed to reenter the monastery. Their “sin” was absolved when they died and their body was revealed.

			Many hagiographic stories of mothering celebrated the bonds of nonbiological and voluntary maternal caregiving. But their authors tended to push the message that the purest motherly love could be achieved only without the degradations of coitus and the pollutions of childbirth. Some of the saints’ own mothers were spared Eve’s punishment because their children were so holy. The seventh-century Irish monk Saint Finan was conceived after his mother had a vision of a winged golden fish falling into her mouth. Along with descriptions of miraculous conceptions via the medium of light, flames, and dreams, the hagiographies tell of saints born to women who were infertile or past reproductive age. Rudolf claimed that Leoba’s elderly mother, Aebba, who always believed she was infertile, conceived Leoba after dreaming she bore a “church bell in her bosom,” which she drew out and “rang merrily.”

			Not all hagiographical accounts of physical maternity were so farfetched. Some female saints had been biological mothers, and their sanctity didn’t exempt them or their own mothers from the sufferings of ordinary women. Queen Hildegard of Vinzgau, the influential second wife of Charlemagne who was considered a saint, birthed nine children, including twins, in her marriage to the emperor. Three of her children died shortly after they were born. After giving birth to her daughter, named for her mother, Imma of Alemannia, Hildegard lost her life. Some saints were born after their mothers were raped, while others were saved from death at the hands of abusive or desperate parents and relatives. Saints also intervened to rescue women who had sinned and help pregnant women and mothers whose circumstances might lead them to do so. Sometime in the late fifth or the early sixth century, Brigid, the abbess of Kildare monastery in County Kildare, Ireland, “aborted” the fetus of a young nun who had breached her vows. Brigid performed a blessing, and “the conception disappeared” from the nun’s swelling womb “without childbirth or pain.”

			Narrated in the late seventh century by a Kildare monk, the “abortion miracle” of Saint Brigid, the “mother saint” of Ireland, continues to stir up controversy. In the run-up to the 2018 referendum to repeal the Eighth Amendment of the Irish Constitution—which prohibited abortion in the Republic of Ireland almost without exception—campaigners celebrated St. Brigid as the country’s pioneer of reproductive justice. If she had performed an abortion in pre-repeal modern-day Ireland, she could have faced fourteen years in prison. Some theologians argued that Brigid’s miracle had nothing to do with reproductive care and everything to do with religious duty, because the saint restored the nun’s “virginity” only so she could return to monastic life. Others dismissed it as a folktale, which in no way proved the Catholic church had historically supported women’s need and right to end pregnancies. But the fact that abortion was referenced at all in literature by medieval monks shows that it was at least accepted, at the time, as a reality. An Irish penitential canon, laid down around the same time as Brigid’s hagiography, stated that a woman who intentionally ended a pregnancy should do penance for three and a half years. A man who fornicated had to do penance for twice as long.

			Unlike pregnant people in pre-repeal Ireland, the nun had an abortion without punishment or recrimination. Before the Eighth Amendment was repealed and abortion on request was legalized up to twelve weeks of pregnancy, many thousands of pregnant people had to travel to clinics in England and Wales, regardless of what they had endured. In 2020, abortion on request up to twelve weeks was also decriminalized in Northern Ireland, but many people still have to travel because of a lack of services. In the United States, in the two years before Roe was overturned, an estimated one in ten people seeking abortion care had to travel across state lines. With more states now implementing total or near-total bans, people face huge challenges accessing services in states where rights are protected. The Brigid Alliance, a US organization named for the Irish reproductive care foremother, provides financial and logistical support to those most affected by abortion bans and restrictions, including those who are disabled; have survived abuse; are medically uninsured or economically and socially challenged; and Black, Indigenous American, and Latine people. Since the organization was founded in 2018, it has helped more than 2,500 people in partner clinics in New York, New Jersey, Washington, and New Mexico. On average, their clients travel a thousand miles from their homes.

			

			• • •

			In the Middle Ages, birthing women and hopeful mothers were not honoring their saints purely out of religious duty. Like the appeals made by women during the antiquity to midwife goddesses, prayer and supplication were ways to affirm intentions for healthy pregnancies, calm labors, and living children. Where ancient midwives had summoned divine assistance by uttering incantations, medieval maternity caregivers called upon saintly mothers by reciting rhythmical charms. A popular charm known as the peperit—Latin for “gave birth to”—invoked the Virgin Mary, her mother Anne, and her cousin Elizabeth, while imploring the baby to “leave your mother’s womb without you or she dying.” If a priest was called to bless the birth, he chanted the peperit from a piece of parchment “three times over the woman who is laboring.” Her attendant then bound the parchment gently around her belly. An Anglo-Saxon version stated that the charm should be inscribed on to a piece of wax and tied to the birthing woman’s right foot. As she breathed through her pains and summoned her strength, she felt those hopeful words right upon her skin.

			Not all birth rituals depended on the intercession of a saint or the authority of a churchman. Around the eleventh century, in Anglo-Saxon England, instructions for an elaborate childbearing and mothering ritual were recorded by monks in the Lacnunga, a collection of medical texts and curative prayers. “For a Delayed Birth,” as this ritual is known, comprised five sequences of incantations, movements, and gestures for women to perform to protect themselves and their pregnancies. Unlike rituals that summoned divine entities, “Delayed Birth” recognized that a woman’s capacity to create and sustain life resided not in the heavens, but within her own body.

			The first part of “Delayed Birth,” for a woman hoping to become pregnant after a distressing birth experience, began with a walk to the grave of a dead man. As she stepped over the grave three times, she declared: “This is my remedy for hateful slow birth. / This is my remedy for heavy difficult birth. / This is my remedy for hateful imperfect birth.” When she felt she had conceived, she repeated the stepping sequence in bed, over her sleeping husband, while whispering, “Up I go, step over you / with a living child, not a dead one.” If, later, she found breastfeeding difficult, she was to find a one-colored cow, drink its milk from her cupped hand, and hold it in her mouth as she made her way to a stream. After spitting out the milk, she gathered water from the stream with the same hand and drank it down. “Everywhere I carried with me this famous strong son / with this famous strong meat,” she announced, once the ritual was complete; “then I want to possess myself and go home.”

			“Delayed Birth” is the only charm in the Lacnunga that was reserved for women. Known collectively as the “metrical charms,” the others were poetic prescriptions for curing diseases, saving livestock, preventing bee swarms, and summoning protection on long journeys. Anglo-Saxon England converted to Christianity over the seventh century, so some of the charms included appeals to Jesus, Mary, and the apostles. But they also drew upon Old English mythological references and pagan symbolism, evoking ancient practices of ritual healing. The origins of “Delayed Birth” are a mystery, but it probably derived from magico-medical knowledge initiated and transmitted by women, for women. Like the midwives’ spells Pliny the Elder described, this ritual harnessed the belief that women’s bodies and voices were powerful and transformative. In “Delayed Birth,” a woman’s affinity with nature wasn’t “monstrous and awful,” but replenishing and productive. As she moved from graveyard to stream, she was taking control of her fertility, her pregnancy, and her mothering life. She possessed her body and spoke for herself.

			“For a Delayed Birth” didn’t assume women became mothers only by birthing and raising living children. It honored the motherhood of lost pregnancies, stillborn babies, and infants whose lives had been cut too short. In the Middle Ages, female infertility was seen as a curse, and pregnancy loss could be blamed on a woman daring to have sex on a holy Sunday. But none of these events, which many women faced in Anglo-Saxon England, were failures or punishments in the ritual. The fourth part of “Delayed Birth” was intended for a woman whose child had died. To begin, she gathered a handful of soil from her child’s grave and wrapped it in black wool. She sold this wool to a traveling merchant, to symbolize her grief and the threat of another loss being taken far away. “I sell it / you buy it,” she recited; “this dark wool / and seed of this sorrow.”

			In the High Middle Ages, medical understandings of women’s reproductive and maternal bodies were mostly Christian interpretations of classical medical discourse and natural science. Birth and peripartum care remained in the hands of women maternity caregivers, but much of their knowledge, accrued by word of mouth and hands-on experience, hasn’t survived in written form. The female body was cast as a passive vessel for growing male “seed,” and the unruly womb as the locus of women’s weakness and inferiority. But no matter how loudly authoritative men preached the “frail sex” gospel, this didn’t mean women internalized such diminishing beliefs.

			For Hildegard of Bingen, the German mystic, scientist, composer, and philosopher, women’s maternal bodies were not corrupting and degrading, but strong, nurturing, and creative. Hildegard, who was born at the end of the eleventh century, is the first known female medical writer in Europe during the High Middle Ages. Most of the era’s discourse about human generation came from monks and theologians who vowed never to have any contact with women’s bodies. But Hildegard introduced into the Christian medical tradition compassionate and celebratory theories about physical maternity that were inspired by her own bodily experiences and those of the women she cared for. Hildegard was a Catholic abbess of the Benedictine Order. The tenth child of a noble family, Hildegard was tithed to the Disibodenberg, a monastery nestled between two rivers in Germany’s Rhineland-Palatinate region, when she was born. After being cloistered when she was eight, she took her vows at fourteen and became a nun. Hildegard prized virginity as the highest state of womanhood, and she never experienced biological motherhood. But her commitment to spiritual motherhood did not stop her from thinking seriously about conceiving, bearing, and birthing.

			In 1150, Hildegard founded the Rupertsberg, a women’s monastery on top of a hill near the Rhineland town of Bingen. It was there, while presiding as magistra—Mother Superior—over her family of noblewomen nuns, that she wrote her two medical treatises. Causes and Cures, which explored the creation of the world and the human body’s place within it, included insights into almost every aspect of biology and physiology. Physica described the healing properties of plants, animal substances, and earthly elements. Like all her works, Hildegard’s medical treatises were inspired by the visions she claimed to have received from God since early childhood. Fearing she would be denounced as a heretic, she kept her visions secret for decades, which tormented her body and mind. When she was forty-two and very unwell, Hildegard heard a “voice from heaven” instructing her to speak and write about what she had seen and heard. Her understanding of the pleasures and pains of the female body was grounded in her devout beliefs and mysticism. But her struggles with her health and the physical sensations she experienced during her visions made her acutely attentive to her own body—and the bodies of other women.

			Many monasteries in medieval Europe provided charitable health care to people who needed it most, and the Disibodenberg, where Hildegard lived for thirty-nine years, was no exception. As she tended the healing plants in the gardens and assisted in the infirmary, Hildegard, who was appointed magistra in 1136, became an expert herbalist and physician. In the library at Disibodenberg, she pored over Latin translations of Greek, Roman, and Arabic treatises, as well as De Materia Medica, a five-volume compendium by the Greek physician and botanist Dioscorides. The depth of medical competence and literacy Hildegard gained was rare even for educated women within the monastic sphere. She treated her nuns and local and visiting women who came to the monastery seeking care for gynecological ailments, fertility issues, and pregnancy complaints. Nuns often served as birth attendants to women in their communities. Hildegard didn’t mention whether she delivered babies or assisted at births, but she knew how to care for women’s bodies as they journeyed toward motherhood.

			Hildegard’s regimens comprised time-honored techniques of women’s healing lore. She recommended placing warmed sweet herbs around a birthing woman’s back and thighs to relieve her pains and help her womb open. Making a woman look at her reflection in a vessel containing dried crane’s blood mixed in water—some of which had been rubbed on her vulva—was thought to be an effective aid for an obstructed delivery. Tie the right foot of said crane over her naval, and her loins were sure to open. A gemstone called sard rubbed over the thighs of a heavily pregnant women who was “oppressed by pain” could bring on labor. Hildegard noted that the rubbing ritual should be performed while a prayer was being recited that urged the child to come forth “a shining person.” And if a mother kept a piece of jasper on hand throughout her child’s infancy, they would both be protected from malign spirits of the air and from the tongue of the ancient serpent that was hell-bent on ensnaring newborns.

			In the twelfth century, understandings of bodies and illnesses were grounded in humoral theory, and Hildegard followed these principles in her writings about conception, birth, and physical maternity. She didn’t depart from the prevailing belief that the paltry constitution of female humors—the bodily fluids, described in ancient and medieval medical theory, which were believed to determine a person’s temperament and physiological nature—made women the frailer sex. Neither did she disagree that women, made not from the earth but from a spare bit of male flesh, were softer, lighter, and weaker than their strong, virile male counterparts. But unlike men who exploited humoral theory and biblical myths to denigrate women’s bodies and minds, Hildegard valorized the contribution of female difference to nature’s grand scheme. In Causes and Cures, she showed that women were complex human beings, not a monolith of walking wombs—and she also flipped the misogynistic script on female sexual desire.

			Male contemporaries of Hildegard’s, including the influential French theologian William of Conches, promoted the belief, introduced by the Hippocratics, that women could not release their “generative seed” unless they experienced physical pleasure. And since women were all insatiable, they experienced this pleasure, he proclaimed, even when they hadn’t consented to sex. To back up his vile argument, he referred to women who had become pregnant after being violently raped. “Although the act of rape displeases at the start, in the end as a result of carnal weakness, it pleases,” he wrote, “…it is not the will of reason, but the will of the flesh.” Hildegard didn’t hold particularly liberated views of sexuality by modern standards. She thought intercourse should happen only between married couples who intended to procreate, and while she knew women could get aroused without a man being involved, she considered a penis necessary for stimulating the heights of female passion. But she did not uphold the belief that women were powerless against the impulses of their “weaker flesh.” Nor did she agree that women’s capacity to enjoy sex was proof of their sinful nature. For Hildegard, a woman having an orgasm was a thinking, feeling person, whose arousal manifested first in her mind. “When a woman is making love with a man,” she wrote,

			…a sense of heat in her brain, which brings forth with it sensual delight, communicates the taste of that delight…and summons forth the emission of the man’s seed…vehement heat descending from her brain draws the seed to itself and holds it, and soon the woman’s sexual organs contract and all the parts that are ready to open up during the time of menstruation now close, in the same way as a strong man can hold something in his fist.

			Hildegard was not the first medical writer to discuss the female orgasm and the role it played in conception. But she was the first to write about how a woman felt when she orgasmed, and to attribute that feeling to her mind. Her vivid description of the uterus being activated by a woman’s conscious desire flew in the face of the predominant perception of the womb as an uncontrollable creature. Hildegard followed the theory that conception occurred when both partners emitted generative fluid. Male seed, she agreed, contained the initiating form of a potential embryo, which was made “warm and bloody” by the nurturing substance of female “foam.” But where physicians since the classical era had emphasized the uterus’s fallibilities, Hildegard celebrated its strength. The myometrium, the middle layer of the uterus that contains smooth muscle cells called uterine myocytes—which enable the organ to expand during pregnancy and contract during labor—is now known to be one of the strongest muscles in the human body. When Hildegard equated the grip of the uterus to a strong man’s clenched fist, no less, she countered centuries of mythmaking about the womb’s pathological weaknesses—and presaged what is known today of the organ’s formidable muscular force.

			Hildegard did believe that women, whom she considered passive, servile, and sedentary by nature, were created to be subject to men and to mother their children. But the ways she wrote about their maternal and reproductive bodies, in a Christian context, was pioneering. Eve, “the first mother,” wasn’t a deceitful temptress, but an ethereal body holding all of humanity within her like so many constellations. Menstrual blood wasn’t a repulsive poison, but the “vital force and…exuberant vigor” that enabled women to bring forth offspring like trees bear leaves and fruits. The wonder of human creation lay not only with God, but in the work a woman’s body did to transform the raw material of generative seed into an embryo, sustain the development of a fetus, birth an infant, and nourish it with breast milk. “Women may be made from man,” Hildegard proclaimed, “but no man can be made without a woman.”

			Hildegard’s empowered views of female sexuality and physical maternity were unfortunately a rarity in medieval theology. In the late eleventh century, Pope Gregory VII initiated sweeping reforms to unify the Catholic church, under papal rule, across Western Europe. A huge part of Gregorian reform was the law of clerical celibacy, which decreed that no man in an ecclesiastical position should be married or live with any woman he might have sexual relations with. As the church enforced its chaste agenda, the assumption that women were biologically, intellectually, and socially inferior became even more ingrained. This rampant misogyny, peddled to keep churchmen on the straight and narrow, had a lasting impact on social and cultural ideologies around maternity and motherhood.

			While reformists were denigrating human women, they were elevating the nonpareil of maternal perfection, the Virgin Mary. Mary became the “mother of the church” from the twelfth century, and devotion to her intensified across Western Europe. Through its reverence for Mary, the church adopted idealized maternal qualities like kindness, patience, and mercy as its core values. But even though the church had made a mother the emblem of its highest virtues and values, Mary was venerated as the exception to womankind, not the rule. Her motherhood, according to theologians, saved humanity—but only because Jesus’s conception and birth were accomplished without the blood, pain, and sin of sex and childbirth. In the wake of Gregorian reform, the concept of the virgin birth was avidly promoted to strengthen conviction in the holiness of celibacy. But as the sacredness of Mary’s motherhood amped up, so did the belief that women’s sexual, reproductive, and birthing bodies were unclean and polluting. When the myths of the immaculate conception and the miraculous delivery were established centuries earlier, Christian patriarchs went to great lengths to emphasize that Mary was freed from the punishments all other women endured to become mothers. As the “second Eve,” Mary redeemed the sacred duty of motherhood from the sin and shame of childbearing.

			Women were expected to aspire to Mary by modeling her obedience, passivity, and humility in their mothering lives. But since it was impossible for human women to give birth and remain “pure,” they were fated to identify with Eve. It was as servants of God rather than as childbearing women that they were most able to emulate Mary’s motherhood. According to the author of the Middle English sermon Hali Meiðhad—“Holy Maidenhead”—only consecrated virgins could follow in the footsteps of the “Heavenly Queen.” Written in praise of virginity as a spiritual vocation for women, Holy Maidenhead decried childbearing and child-raising as painful, shameful, and exhausting. Advocates of asceticism had often bemoaned the realities of married motherhood in their virginity-promoting propaganda. But for the author of Holy Maidenhead, every aspect of being married to a man and bearing his children was irredeemably loathsome. Wives were domestic slaves, intercourse was “so disgusting,” pregnancy was a health-destroying, beauty-ruining “fight against your own flesh,” and childbirth was “nonstop suffering” topped off with the ever-lurking threat of death. The idea that such despair was tempered by the joy of mothering was, the author warned, “glossed over with falsehood.” Not only would a biological mother never achieve happiness because she sacrificed her “maidenhead,” but she also condemned herself to ceaseless caregiving, endless work, and interminable worry. The author asked readers to imagine what life was like for “that wife who…hears her child scream, sees the cat at the flitch and the hound at the hide, her cake burning on the stone and her calf sucking [and] the crock running into the fire” while her churlish husband “chides her.”

			Holy Maidenhead did articulate the hardships of mothering under Christian patriarchy to its intended audience of reclusive nuns who had relinquished marriage and biological motherhood. The sermon was meant to strengthen their commitment and remind them not to yearn for what they had given up or never experienced. But the hardships its author bemoaned were the fault of the Christian dogma the sermon was embedded in. Women’s subjugation, as men’s helpmeets and childbearers, was, after all, decreed in Genesis.

			Many women in the Middle Ages had no options for their safety and security other than marriage and motherhood. Bearing heirs to their husband’s family line promised them some protection against being divorced and support if they were widowed. Following Gregorian reform, marriage was redefined as a consensual union and a sacrament validated by consummation. Couples owed each other the “conjugal debt.” A wife could not refuse her husband intercourse—and vice versa—although religious and medical authorities often deemed sex with women who were “polluted” during menstruation and after childbirth to be sinful and dangerous. Some theologians, including Hildegard, also prohibited intercourse during pregnancy, because they believed it could “pollute” or endanger an embryo or fetus. Any plea for abstinence, however, had to be agreed to by both partners. Now that marital sex was a duty and not a sin, women went through more pregnancies with all the attendant emotional uncertainties and physical risks. In the late twelfth century, churchmen argued that a woman still owed her husband the conjugal debt even if she had endured injuries from repeated births and was told by a physician that if she became pregnant again, she would die. In such cases, they thought it acceptable for a woman to “procure sterility”—which meant taking fertility-preventing measures—not for the sin of impeding God’s plan for conception, but to save her life.

			Only a minority of women in medieval Europe escaped the social, biological, and biblical imperatives of marriage and childbearing by retreating into the monastic sphere. For those offered as oblates, like Hildegard, the cloistered life was not a free choice, but a predetermined fate. And nuns were not immune to the misogyny that affected women’s experiences of their reproductive and maternal bodies. During Gregorian reform, the fervor for clerical purity meant even holy women were distrusted as temptresses who might lure priests and monks away from their righteous path. Bernard of Clairvaux, a leading Benedictine reformist, Virgin Mary devotee, and reported recipient of a miracle where Mary sprinkled her breast milk on to his lips, declared it far easier to “raise the dead” than to be in a “woman’s company without having carnal knowledge of her.” As fears about the dangers of women rose, nuns who had lived alongside monks in double monasteries were made to separate into women-only communities. Heightened discriminatory beliefs about female weakness and dependence led to convents being placed under the control of monks. Opportunities for nuns to achieve liberation from the usual constraints imposed upon women’s bodies and minds decreased as they were forced to remain cloistered. Attaining the influence and repute Hildegard had gained, as a spiritual mother and a theologian, an artist, and a scientist, was rare for nuns by the end of the twelfth century. But until that point the monastic sphere remained one of the few places where women, as mother figures, could exercise political and intellectual power.

			In the mid-twelfth century, while Hildegard was in her final years as magistra of Disibodenberg, Héloïse d’Argenteuil, abbess of the Paraclete, a Benedictine convent in North Central France, was granted the rank of prelate nullius—equivalent to a bishop—by Pope Eugene III. Since 1131, when she took over the Paraclete with her spiritual family of nuns, she had been one of the most respected abbesses in the Catholic church. Héloïse became a nun in her late teens or early twenties, when she joined the convent in Argenteuil, just outside Paris, where she had been educated as a child. By the time she was in her early teens, her reputation as a woman of letters preceded her. Her friend, abbot Peter the Venerable, praised her for “going further than almost every man” in her pursuit of wisdom. But Héloïse’s achievements are often overshadowed by her scandalous relationship with Peter Abelard, the French theologian, poet, and philosopher. Abelard was twenty years older than Héloïse when he was entrusted by her uncle Fulbert to be her private tutor. Their relationship, which began with coercion and possibly rape, bloomed into a full-blown affair. In the first letters the couple exchanged, Héloïse expressed her incurable desire for her “heart and body, and…total love.” Before long, Héloïse was pregnant. Abelard spirited her away to his hometown, Brittany, where she disguised her belly under a nun’s habit. At the home of Abelard’s sister, Héloïse gave birth to their son. She named him Astrolabe, after the astronomical measuring instrument, the handheld taker of stars.

			Since childhood, Héloïse had pursued a life of the mind. She wanted to think and write, unfettered by the “annoyances” and “anxieties” that marriage entailed. For her, the duties of domestic married life were a hindrance to the “dignified” intellectual way of life. “What harmony can there be between pupils and nursemaids, desks and cradles, books…and distaffs, pen…and spindles?” Héloïse asked Abelard. “Who can concentrate on thoughts of Scripture or philosophy and be able to endure babies crying [and] nurses soothing them with lullabies?” But after Fulbert found out about the pregnancy, and Abelard promised to marry Héloïse—providing their union and his out-of-wedlock fatherhood was kept under wraps so his reputation would be preserved—she was pressed to accept his proposal. She turned him down, partly because the marriage would dishonor them both, but mainly because she didn’t want to be a wife.

			Astrolabe was left in Brittany, where he was cared for and raised by his paternal aunt. If Héloïse had wanted to raise her “illegitimate child,” she risked being shamed and left destitute. As a young woman who also happens to be pregnant with her exiled secret lover’s child laments in a poem written around 1200 from the Carmina Burana manuscript of medieval dramatic and poetic texts, “What shall I go through as a single woman? / I am in the stories and mouths of everyone.” But if Héloïse’s feelings about domesticity are anything to go by, she was unwilling to submit to motherhood. It was near impossible for a woman outside the monastic sphere to gain the intellectual renown Héloïse had. Becoming a married mother, especially under such circumstances, would have robbed her of the life she had worked for. She also wanted to love Abelard free of the constraints of wedlock. “The name of wife may seem more sacred or more binding,” she wrote, “but sweeter for me will always be the word friend…or, if you will permit me, that of concubine or whore.” Héloïse reluctantly submitted to Abelard’s demands, and they married at dawn at a church in Paris. Fulbert was too furious with Abelard to keep his secret, and news of their marriage soon broke. At Abelard’s insistence, Héloïse entered the convent at Argenteuil as a novice nun. Believing Abelard had made his wife a nun so he could get her out of the way, Fulbert and his kinsmen entered Abelard’s lodgings while he was asleep and castrated him. Shamed and miserable, Abelard retreated into the abbey of St. Denis near Paris and became a monk.

			Héloïse didn’t “accept the austerities of the cloister” out of any “sense of vocation.” She became a nun at Abelard’s bidding. But in her convent life she was free to think, write, and study. In her letters to Abelard, she articulated her philosophies of love and friendship, posed questions about scripture, and discussed women’s physical and emotional needs in monastic life. It was Abelard who handed the Paraclete, the abbey he founded after leaving St. Denis, over to Héloïse and her nuns when the Argenteuil convent was disbanded. As abbess, she rose to the heights of acclaim. She and the subsequent abbesses were granted ownership of the property, possessions, and surrounding lands of the Paraclete, and she founded “daughter-houses,” convent communities for women, across France. And through Peter the Venerable, who became Astrolabe’s protector, she continued to watch over her son.

			The relationship between Héloïse and Abelard is renowned as one of history’s most passionate and tragic love affairs. But Héloïse was so much more than a romantic heroine. She was a pathbreaking philosopher whose ambitions and desires were curtailed by the constraints of the patriarchy and the needs of a man. But through the letters she exchanged with Abelard, Héloïse’s critiques of the institution of marriage, the constraints of domesticity, and the double standards of sexual morality have survived. She was a birth mother. But she didn’t want her mind, body, and time to be subsumed by the demands of mothering a child. Héloïse challenged the dominant assumption, enshrined in the Bible, that the purpose of women’s existence was to be tied to men and to bear their children. And her vision of commitment based on intellectual compatibility and mutual sexual fulfillment feels progressive even by today’s standards.

			Héloïse died at the Paraclete around 1164, fifteen years before Hildegard of Bingen passed away, aged eighty-one, at the Rupertsberg. Due essentially to administrative errors, Hildegard wasn’t canonized as a saint until 2012. Héloïse and Hildegard, two of the most remarkable thinkers of the Middle Ages, had very different sensibilities. But they both lived, wrote, and thought in ways that challenged dominant cultural and social beliefs about motherhood and maternity. As spiritual mothers to their convent families, their maternal authority and influence wasn’t diminished or defined by marriage. The attention they paid to women’s bodies, when understandings of the physical processes of conception, pregnancy, and birth were mired in shame and disgust, was groundbreaking. Across the High Middle Ages, the gulf between the virtues of mothering and the realities of childbearing had become ever wider, and Christian dogma continued to shape perceptions of motherhood. But as Héloïse and Hildegard showed, being devout didn’t mean denying the pleasures and powers of maternity and motherhood.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				Lying-In

			
			In the early fifteenth century, in the town of Bishop’s Lynn in Norfolk, England, Margery Kempe agreed to visit a local woman who “had just had a baby and…was out of her mind.” Kempe was praying in St. Margaret’s church when the woman’s husband asked for her help. His wife, he explained, no longer recognized him. She roared and cried, lashed out at anyone who came near, and thought her room was filled with devils. Kempe understood exactly what this woman was going through. After the birth of her first child—her son John—Kempe was “amazingly disturbed and tormented by spirits for half a year, eight weeks, and odd days.” She railed against her husband and friends, tore at her skin, and bit her hand so hard it left a scar. She saw flame-breathing devils threatening and assaulting her and heard demonic voices commanding her to forsake her faith and end her life. And like the “sick woman who had lost her reason,” Kempe was “tied up and forcibly restrained both day and night.”

			Twenty years had passed since Kempe—working mother turned visionary, mystic, international-traveling pilgrim, and memoirist—was so unwell. She described her ordeal in the first chapter of The Book of Margery Kempe, which told the story of her extraordinary life beginning with her marriage and first pregnancy at the age of twenty. Like many women of her time, Kempe was likely unable to read or write. But she was determined to record “her feelings and revelations, and her form of living,” so when she was about forty, she began dictating her experiences to scribes—the first of which is thought to have been her by-then-adult son John. The version that became her Book, which is the earliest surviving English autobiography, was transcribed by a priest friend in 1436. Kempe’s life story is narrated in the third person—she refers to herself throughout as the “creature”—but it still seems to resound in her unique voice. Its visceral description of her terrifying experience of mental ill-health after John’s birth is also the earliest personal account of a condition that would probably be diagnosed today as postpartum psychosis.

			Postpartum psychosis is a serious psychiatric disorder that today affects one to two in every thousand birthing people in the UK and the US. It tends to begin suddenly, days or sometimes weeks after birth, and manifests in many different symptoms, including delusions, hallucinations, insomnia, mania, and rapid mood changes. Cases of women suffering severe emotional and mental disturbances in the wake of childbirth had been documented since the beginnings of medicine’s history. In the Hippocratic tract Epidemics, a woman from Cyzicus, in present-day Turkey, “went out of her mind” eleven days after giving birth, with great difficulty, to twin daughters. But it wasn’t until the early nineteenth century, when postpartum mental and emotional distress started to be diagnosed and treated under the banner of puerperal insanity, that disorders resembling postpartum psychosis came under the medical spotlight.

			Puerperal insanity, as a predecessor of postpartum psychosis, was hardly an ideal diagnostic category. The physicians and alienists—mind doctors—who described the disorder invoked victim-blaming assumptions about how women’s pathologically fragile bodies, minds, and nervous systems made them particularly susceptible to mental distress in the wake of pregnancy and birth. But they also identified a wide range of possible causes, from the physiological and hereditary to the social and economic, and they acknowledged that the emotional stresses of giving birth and becoming a mother could precipitate life-endangering mental illnesses. During the early twentieth century, this understanding was superseded by psychiatrists who were certain that psychosis associated with childbearing wasn’t a disorder in its own right, but an expression of another latent condition—such as schizophrenia or bipolar disorder—that was triggered, but not caused, by being pregnant, giving birth, or breastfeeding. After decades of misdiagnosis, mistreatment, and misunderstanding, sufferers finally began to receive specific diagnoses and more informed and compassionate treatment in the 1950s.

			Historically, physicians and psychiatrists insisted that postpartum women experiencing “mania” be separated from their babies while undergoing treatment—which happened either in their homes, if private care could be afforded, or in an asylum. In 1956, British child psychologist and psychoanalyst Gwen Douglas showed that women admitted for psychiatric care with their babies were less likely to relapse in the future—for relapses often happened when mothers who had been away, sometimes for months, were reunited with their children and were expected to resume their caregiving duties. Today, the UK’s national charity Action on Postpartum Psychosis (APP), which is run by women who have experienced the disorder, continues to show how patients treated in Mother and Baby Units (MBUs), psychiatric facilities where they stay with their babies and are treated in community with other mothers, can recover sooner and feel more bonded and confident when they return home. At the time of this writing, there were only nineteen MBUs in England, two in Scotland, and one in Wales, but APP is  campaigning for more to open. If there is no MBU nearby or there are no beds available, patients are admitted to general psychiatric wards, where they are separated from their babies and other children, sometimes for many months. As APP has shown, separation can trigger a domino effect of traumatic consequences for mothers, children, and families.

			Postpartum psychosis is a medical emergency. Limited knowledge about how the disorder manifests, compounded by misconceptions about maternal psychiatric ill-health, means sufferers may feel too ashamed or confused to speak up. When postpartum psychosis comes into the public consciousness, it is often through widely publicized but rare cases of infanticide or filicide involving mothers who have experienced psychiatric distress. Recently, mothers in the United States and Canada have been reported to child protective services and the police after telling healthcare providers they were experiencing intrusive thoughts. If a mother fears being perceived as a threat to her children or losing parental autonomy, the prospect of admitting to having distressing thoughts and feelings can be daunting. While maternal mental health remains shrouded in clinical and societal misunderstanding, people with postpartum psychosis risk being judged as “unnatural” mothers rather than unwell people in need of care and support.

			Kempe’s auditory and visual hallucinations and the pain and fear that compelled her to harm herself resemble today’s documented symptoms of postpartum psychosis. She didn’t mention how her illness made her feel about her baby, but she was restrained, so she was separated from him. After spending months bed-bound and terrified, Kempe claimed she experienced a vision in which Jesus Christ appeared at her bedside and spoke to her before ascending to heaven. Her symptoms began to recede, and soon she was able to eat and regain her strength. Believing her recovery was the result of Jesus’s grace, she felt called to do God’s work after her businesses brewing beer and grinding corn with a horse mill failed. Kempe’s vision was possibly a manifestation of her psychosis. But in her mind, it was a divine visitation, not an illness symptom. Her conviction in what she witnessed and heard, during her darkest moments, propelled her toward not only recovery but also an entirely new identity.

			Over the next twenty years, Kempe experienced numerous visions and claimed she regularly communed with Jesus, Mary, and God. She traveled across England and went on pilgrimages to the Holy Lands, where she discussed her visions with priests, monks, and recluses. She was accused of heresy and devil-worshiping and incurred the wrath of churchmen because she was a woman daring to speak publicly about holy things. And she was often berated for her public bouts of weeping. But she gained her many admirers and was fearless when it came to speaking her mind and expressing her emotions. Before her husband gave in to her pleas to be released from the conjugal debt, Kempe gave birth to at least thirteen more children.

			Kempe shared few details about her mothering life. She talked about being with child but didn’t reveal whether she was “tormented by spirits” again. People who have had postpartum psychosis are around 30 percent more likely to develop the disorder after subsequent pregnancies. It’s easy to assume that Kempe’s dramatic lifestyle shift, abundant visions, crying fits, and ecstatic passions were related to an ongoing mental health condition. She has been posthumously diagnosed as schizophrenic, hysteric, and neurotic. But Kempe didn’t identify any of her revelations as manifestations of her mental state.

			Kempe was asked to visit the sick woman because of her religious reputation, not because of her postpartum experiences. But as she made her way to her first visit, she knew she could relate and empathize. The woman normally reacted violently to visitors, but she received Kempe kindly and told her she was a comforting presence. She still lashed out at anyone else who tried to tend to her, and her neighbors couldn’t stand to hear her cries. Soon she was confined to a room at the edge of town, and was bound to a bed with chains of iron, her wrists and ankles manacled. Kempe continued to visit at least twice a day, and as they talked, the woman began slowly to recover. Kempe claimed she precipitated the “miracle” of the woman’s recovery by praying and weeping. But the healing of this woman was aided by the care, conversation, and listening ear of another mother who understood what she was going through.

			Kempe’s account of her interaction with the sick woman is the first record of a bond between two women who endured distressing mental illnesses in the wake of childbirth. Being able to talk with others who have experienced postpartum psychosis is invaluable for helping sufferers feel less isolated and a vital part of the journey toward recovery. APP facilitates a peer support network for affected women and their families. As writer Catherine Cho, an ambassador for APP whose memoir, Inferno, recounts her experience with postpartum psychosis and treatment on a psychiatric ward in the United States, explains: “It was in finding this community and the kindness of others who were so open in sharing their stories that I could begin to hope that this would, one day, be a story from my past.”

			With Kempe’s support, the sick woman was soon well enough to be “brought to church and purified as other woman are.” The ceremony of purification, which happened about four to six weeks after birth, marked a new mother’s return to the church and her reemergence in her community. Most women didn’t leave their homes until their purification day. Known as lying-in, this period of rest and recovery afforded birthing women the space and time to restore their strength and energy. Middle- and upper-class women were usually spared their household tasks, and after a week of uninterrupted rest, their female friends gathered at their bedside to talk, feast, and give presents. For some women, lying-in was a privileged time to bask in new motherhood and a much-needed respite from the demands of marriage and domesticity. But no matter a woman’s social situation or economic circumstances, her postpartum body and mind were vulnerable. All birthing women were at risk of developing childbed fever, the leading cause of maternal death. If they suffered complications like perineal tears or uterine prolapses or if they hemorrhaged excessively, their condition could be critical. And for women like Kempe, lying-in was an alienating and harrowing experience.

			Catholic dogma deemed postpartum women both polluted and polluting. Until they finished shedding their lochia, they were forbidden from entering church. Lochia was loaded with taboo because it was thought to contain all the corrupting menstrual blood that hadn’t been purged during pregnancy. The custom of excluding women who recently delivered from places of worship because they were “impure” was an ancient one. But the formalization of purification rites in late medieval England coincided with the introduction of other laws and customs intended to regulate women’s birthing bodies and mold their identities as mothers. Purification, introduced around the same time marriage was defined as a sacrament and the cult of the Virgin Mary was on the rise, was rooted in the shame and stigma Christianity had been stirring up around parturient bodies for centuries. The Virgin Mary was the purification poster girl. In the Gospels, she was purified at the temple in Jerusalem where she presented Jesus forty days after his birth. This event is commemorated on February 2 at the festival of Candlemas, also known as the Feast of the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Mary conceived and gave birth a virgin, so she had nothing to be cleansed of, but she was humble enough to be purified as other mothers were.

			Purification was another church-enforced way for ordinary women to emulate the impossibly idealized motherhood of Mary. But the ceremony, for women themselves, could still be meaningful and celebratory. In fifteenth-century England, a new mother waited at the church porch, often accompanied by the friends who were present when she gave birth and had cared for her while she was lying-in. Kneeling, with her head veiled and a lit candle in her hands, she was blessed by the priest and sprinkled with holy water. Once she was spiritually cleansed, she could enter the church and stand before the altar of the Virgin Mary, where the priest recited psalms. If she was aristocratic or royal, the purification ceremony was followed by a lavish candlelit music-filled feast. For women whose infants had survived those fragile early weeks, the blessing honored the work they had done to bring forth a living child.

			Purification allowed a postpartum woman to be readmitted to church, but it was also a social occasion where her identity as a mother was validated in the company of her community, kin, and friends. But the respect the ceremony bestowed was reserved for married mothers who birthed legitimate children. Women whose infants were stillborn or had died after birth still received a blessing. But for the mother of an illegitimate child, purification could be a humiliating ordeal. Before a priest agreed to purify her, she might be made to repent her sin before the entire congregation. Some were forced to perform degrading acts of public penance, such as being paraded barefoot or scourged while stripped to their underwear.

			In 1499, Agnes Redwell, an unwed new mother from Norwich, was made to take a walk of shame. Before Sunday mass, she was to walk in front of the procession of congregates around her parish church, with a lit candle in her hands. Redwell was a maidservant, and the man responsible for her pregnancy, John Pynnes, was her employer. Men who conceived out of wedlock in medieval England were often pursued by parish authorities. Unsurprisingly, the men were not always in a hurry to own up and take responsibility. Pynnes, however, was a notorious fornicator who had previously been reprimanded, by an officer of the Archdeacon of Norfolk, for having relations with his own mother’s stepdaughter. As well as being fined and made to do penance, Pynnes was ordered to “maintain [Redwell] until after her purification,” provide her with a dowry of forty shillings, and pay ongoing child maintenance.

			Redwell and her child were not destitute. But the social stigma of being an unmarried mother was hard to shake. When the merchant and politician Richard Whittington—the inspiration for the Dick Whittington character of English folklore—endowed an eight-bed lying-in ward for single women at London’s St. Thomas Hospital before his death in 1423, he “commanded that all the things that occurred in that room should be kept entirely secret.” Whittington wanted young women who had “done amiss” to be free of the shame that might hinder their future chances of marriage, so any attendants who revealed the young women’s secrets would lose their jobs. The sick woman mentioned earlier was neither single nor impoverished. But when she knelt at the porch of St. Margaret’s church waiting to be purified, she felt the weight of shame and judgment. What happened in her lying-in room hadn’t stayed secret. Her neighbors knew how unwell she had been. They heard how she lost control of herself. They listened to her screams. The priest who transcribed Kempe’s Book claimed he’d never “seen any…woman…so far out of herself.”

			Kempe didn’t ruminate on the causes of the sick woman’s torment, but she did reflect on the triggers of her own disturbances. Throughout her first pregnancy, Kempe was “troubled with severe attacks of sickness,” and during her agonizing labor she thought she was losing her life. Illness, pain, and fear of death, compounded by an unconfessed sin that gnawed at her conscience, were the causes, Kempe believed, of her mental ill-health. The sick woman’s experiences during pregnancy and in her own birthing room probably elicited her illness, too. Today, the exact causes of postpartum psychosis are unknown. People with a family history of postpartum psychiatric disorders or previous diagnoses of bipolar disorder type 1 or schizoaffective disorder are statistically more likely to develop postpartum psychosis. So are people who experienced trauma during their pregnancies and while giving birth.

			In the fifteenth century, childbirth was well-known to cause emotional anguish—after all, the Bible decreed that women bring forth in sorrow. Hildegard of Bingen claimed that all women were consumed with trembling fear when labor began. Distress during childbirth was still yoked to Eve’s sin, but it was no longer considered a punishment women were condemned to bear. Nonetheless, it was accepted that to give birth was to suffer. What was not accepted was the impact of birth trauma or postpartum mental ill-health on a woman’s capacity to care for her child.

			Since the patristic era, churchmen had argued that the sorrow of labor was compensated by the joys of mothering. Female biology was created for bearing and caring, so a woman’s desire to mother was supposedly innate. The notion that a new mother might not instantly bond with her infant contravened the laws of nature and the Bible. When the reformist Benedictine monk and Virgin Mary devotee Peter Damian was born, his mother was so “worn out by childbearing” that she couldn’t nurse, hold, or even touch him. She was reprimanded by her oldest son for burdening their large family with one more mouth to feed and yet another heir—as if that were her fault. Damian, malnourished and freezing, was rescued by a priest’s wife, who warned his mother that she would be guilty of infanticide if she continued to neglect her child. Damian’s mother breastfed him, and he revived. This story, told in Damian’s Vita, was more of a cautionary tale about “unnatural” motherhood than a sympathetic portrayal of postpartum distress.

			According to the influential thirteenth-century Franciscan monk and scholar Bartholomew Anglicus, a woman’s maternal affection was embedded in her body while the fetus was growing in her womb, and after her infant was born, this physical impulse continued. “The mother is so-called because she nourishes the newborn with her breasts,” Bartholomew proclaimed; “She very much loves her infant, embraces, kisses, and lovingly nurses and feeds it.” He would’ve been baffled by the idea that a traumatic birth could affect how a mother related to her child. In his opinion, the “more the mother suffers during the birth of the child, the more she enjoys it and loves to teach it.” This belief was rooted in the theological equation of motherly devotion with self-sacrifice. Claiming that good motherhood was attained through physical suffering also cemented the enduring myth that childbirth pain is necessary and virtuous.

			In 2009, one of the UK’s leading professors of midwifery, Dr. Denis Walsh, received a barrage of criticism when he stated that the pain of so-called natural birth prepared “a mother for the responsibility of nurturing a newborn baby.” Walsh also overstated the risks of epidural anesthetics and cited highly questionable theories about birth pain priming the “bonding areas of a mother’s brain.” Walsh’s claims were unfounded, but the belief that physical suffering is a sacred initiation into motherhood is pervasive. The antiquated notion that pain is “purposeful and useful,” as Walsh put it, places undue pressure on birthing people to labor “naturally.” By associating pain with maternal love, it also insidiously feeds the misapprehension that by asking for pain relief one has failed. But the ordeal of laboring without anesthetics or being refused pain relief is known to contribute to post-traumatic stress disorder, which can have a profound effect on a birth mother’s emotional relationship with her baby, her sense of self-worth, and her mental health.

			In the late Middle Ages, mental and emotional disturbances were often attributed to bad humors accumulating in the body and emanating poisonous vapors to the brain. Women, beleaguered by roguish wombs and disruptive menses, were more susceptible than men to vapor-induced poisoning of the mind because they couldn’t concoct enough internal heat to dispel excessive humors. Since the classical era, male physicians had claimed that childbearing staved off the gynecological disorders that provoked mental distempers. The Hippocratics were sure there were no finer cures than pregnancy and childbirth for the mania and melancholy that arose from suppressed menstruation or a wandering womb. But they also recognized the effect that birth injuries, diseases contracted during and after labor, and pregnancy losses could have on women’s moods and behaviors. The wife of Hicetas, in Epidemics, suffered depression, insomnia, and delirium after losing her pregnancy in the fifth month. She died soon after of childbed fever. Today, it is known that bacterial infections contracted during labor or following pregnancy loss can sometimes cause confusion and disorientation. But while her fever illness precipitated her mental torment, Hicetas’s wife may have also been emotionally traumatized by losing her hoped-for child.

			A mother who lost a pregnancy had also lost the “great contentment and happiness” she had felt from “the child inside her,” explained a popular fifteenth-century English gynecological handbook. She “naturally mourns and grieves just as a cow does when she has lost her calf,” the author wrote. Her emotional distress was thought to cause an ache in her uterus, which could be relieved with herbal poultices applied to her abdomen, a meal of elderberry fritters fried in fat, and warm spice-infused wine. Even though the grief of pregnancy loss was understood principally as a physical disorder, the author still acknowledged how such a loss could make a woman feel. Their treatment recommendations were as much a guide to supporting a grieving woman as a medical regimen.

			Despite the acceptance that pregnancy and birth could be anguishing, how a woman was treated depended on how her anguish manifested itself. Kempe and the sick woman were so frightened that they no longer seemed like themselves. Their hallucinations and paranoia made them act in ways that contravened expectations of feminine and maternal behavior. To those around them, their aggressive outbursts, assaultive speech, and talk of devils made them appear possessed. Rather than being cared for, they were punished with isolation and restraints, bound to the beds they had birthed in.

			In the Middle Ages, women were thought to be particularly sensitive to being harmed or possessed by malign forces and demonic entities, and during childbirth, the porous female body was at its most open and exposed. It was in birthing spaces that the veil between the material world and the realm of the spirits was thinnest. To make sure women and infants were protected physically and spiritually, the lying-in room—or the chamber, for the privileged—was specially prepared by friends and relatives or by birth attendants and midwives. Every measure was taken to make the room unbreachable. Windows were closed, and chinks, cracks, and holes in the walls and doors were blocked to keep out cold drafts and stealthy demons. Light was limited to flickering candles, because sunlight was believed to strain the eyes of birthing women and newborns, and heavy drapes were hung over the walls.

			For the wealthiest women, it was customary to adorn the chamber with richly decorated tapestries, to help calm the mind and quiet the nerves. In 1486, Lady Margaret Beaufort—mother of King Henry VII—wrote ordinances for the preparations of a royal birthing chamber, which were followed for the confinements of her daughter-in-law, Elizabeth of York. Lady Beaufort stipulated that walls, ceiling, and windows “must be hanged with riche Clothe of Arras,” tapestries named after the town in Northern France where some of Europe’s finest were woven. Practices of fortifying and adorning not only protected the souls and bodies of mothers and infants but also defined the birth space as privately and distinctly feminine. Inside those cosseted walls, women’s agency as medical practitioners, caring companions, and birth-givers flourished.

			In aristocratic birthing spaces, aspects of women’s authority as mothers that were not rooted in physical maternity were also shared and celebrated. About twenty years before Elizabeth of York’s chamber was prepared for the birth of her first child, Arthur, the Prince of Wales, a room in a manor house in Ewelme, Oxfordshire, was being readied for the confinement of her paternal aunt, Elizabeth Plantagenet. The Ewelme manor was owned by Elizabeth’s mother-in-law, Alice Chaucer, duchess of Suffolk and granddaughter of poet Geoffrey Chaucer. Chaucer, a widow who headed her own household, oversaw the furnishing of the birth chamber with intricate tapestries and lavish textiles, and with books that reflected her and her daughter-in-law’s expertise in their mothering as educators and intellectual guides. One was The Book of the City of Ladies, the proto-feminist epic by Christine de Pizan, the Italian-born poet, historiographer, and writer in the French royal court. Finished in 1405, Christine’s book commemorated extraordinary historical women, including poets, warriors, queens, noblewomen, and saints, as well as biblical and mythological figures, by rescuing them to an allegorical city where women’s accomplishments and virtues were honored and defended. Christine, a vocal detractor of misogynistic rhetoric and a passionate advocate for women’s education, became a solo mother in 1390, aged twenty-five, after she lost her husband during the epidemic of bubonic plague that devastated Europe from the mid-fourteenth century. Choosing not to remarry, she became the first professional woman of letters in France, and her work enabled her to support, as a widowed single mother, her three children, elderly mother, and niece.

			One of the saints gathered to Christine de Pizan’s “City of Ladies” was Margaret of Antioch, England’s patron saint of pregnant and birthing women. As her legends have it, Margaret, born the daughter of a Roman pagan priest in the late third century, was nursed and raised by her Christian shepherdess foster mother after her biological mother died. Margaret became a sworn Christian and perpetual virgin, but when she turned fifteen, she was ordered to marry a Roman governor and renounce her faith. She refused and was imprisoned, where her tortures included being swallowed by a dragon and goaded by the devil in the form of a man. After blessing herself with the sign of the cross, she burst from the dragon’s belly. The devil-man was cast back to hell after Margaret asked him tricky questions, threw him to the ground, and stood on his neck. She was subjected to more baroque tortures, including having nails driven into her womb and her genitals torn, before being sentenced to death by beheading. As she prepared for her execution, she implored God to protect all birthing women who called for her aid and ensure their children were delivered, unharmed, from their bellies.

			For hopeful mothers who appealed to her, Saint Margaret was an inspiring symbol of resilience, courage, and survival. Unlike the Virgin Mary, she shared in their bodily suffering and pain. Women believed that by venerating her with prayers, reading her hagiographies, and using amulets inscribed with her legend, Saint Margaret would intercede and keep them and their infants safe. Her facility for dispatching devils also meant she was a formidable defense against demonic violations of mothers’ and infants’ bodies. Disabilities were often thought to have been inflicted by demons, and several prayers attributed to Margaret implored “the Lord” to deliver the child “safe from its mother, with its limbs right.”

			“[T]here are certain physical remedies whose power is obscure to us, which are helpful when done by midwives,” wrote the author of Conditions of Women, the eleventh/twelfth-century gynecological treatise. Attributed to Trotula, the legendary female physician of the Salerno medical school in Southern Italy, this treatise was one of the most popular and influential medieval guides to women’s medical care. These “physical remedies,” which included having women drink concoctions of ivory shavings and hawk excrement, eat the letters of a Latin palindrome inscribed into pieces of cheese or butter, and hold magnets in their right hands, were part of an elaborate birth preparation regime. Conditions of Women also explained that obstructed deliveries could be relieved by placing a snakeskin across a birthing woman’s belly as a girdle. Centuries earlier, Pliny the Elder reported that a “snake’s slough” tied about a woman’s “loins” made delivery easier. The practice of girding originated from ancient Greek rituals of girdle tying, which took place at points of transition from girl to wife and to mother. Enceinte, the French word for “pregnant,” derives from the Latin meaning “girded” or “bound.”

			Girdles were made for birth ritual purposes out of animal skin (including snake and deer), parchment, cloth, and paper. Some treasured girdles made of silk and iron, which had been worn or touched by saints, were closely guarded in monastery reliquaries. A girdle said to have been dropped by the Virgin Mary to Thomas the Apostle during her assumption has been held in the Prato Cathedral in Tuscany, Italy, since the fourteenth century. This sacra cintola—“holy belt”—is one of the Catholic Church’s most sacred relics. England’s abbeys and monasteries owned many relics that women could touch, hold, or wear while they were pregnant or during labor, and saints’ girdles were the most popular. In December 1502, a monk was paid six shillings and eight pence for bringing “our Lady gyrdle,” which had been wrapped around a statue of the Virgin Mary, to Queen Elizabeth of York during her seventh, and what would be her last, confinement. The queen—who had given birth eleven years earlier to the future king, Henry VIII—wore the girdle during her eighth month of pregnancy, as she rested in her lying-in chamber in her Tower of London apartments. The curtains around her “riche bedde” were decorated by her embroiderer Robynet with red and white roses and clouds. On February 11, 1503, nine days after giving birth to her daughter Catherine, and on her thirty-seventh birthday, the queen died of childbed fever. Shortly afterward, Catherine “followed [her] mother to her grave.”

			“Our Lady gyrdle” was no defense against the ravages of fever. Elizabeth was attended by the finest maternity caregivers, and a physician named Dr. Aylsworth was called when she was taken ill. But the pathogenesis of postpartum infection was not yet understood, and there was little anyone could have done to save her or her daughter. Pregnant women, no matter their privilege, understood that they might die in childbirth. But even as they accepted the possibility of death, they still did what they could to guard against it. Theologians and philosophers vilified women for being too weak and impressionable to resist being possessed by malevolent spirits. But it was women’s own sense of spiritual receptivity that allowed them to believe they were channeling supernatural care. Like the pieces of wax tied to thighs, girdles were felt right upon the skin. Birthing women were consoled by whichever therapeutic forces were embedded in the material nestled across their bellies—the mercy of the Virgin Mary, the miracle working of a saint, or the magico-medical skills of a midwife.

			Medieval women’s experiences of pregnancy, birth, and early motherhood were shaped by a plethora of contradictory beliefs. Generating offspring was a blessed calling and a degrading act; giving birth was miraculous and polluting; suffering during labor was infused with weakness and strength, sin, and virtue. Motherhood was women’s natural and godly duty, an obligation ascribed by biology and the Bible. But to become a mother, women had to traverse the precarious path from their earliest pangs to their day of purification. Lying-in, for some, was restorative, rejuvenating, and celebratory. But for others, like Kempe and the sick woman, it was an unraveling ordeal.

			In the late Middle Ages, lying-in happened in a space reserved for women. For centuries, with few exceptions, only women tended to the female body when it was at its most fragile and powerful. Only women were permitted to occupy the space where the secrets of women’s reproductive and sexual organs were revealed. But since the thirteenth century, male authors had become keenly interested in how women’s most secretive—and shameful—body parts conceived, gestated, and birthed. In early modern Europe, as theologians, churchmen, and lawmakers began to pry into the women-dominated culture of childbirth, midwives and maternity caregivers were increasingly judged and scrutinized. Meanwhile, as misogynistic religious dogma intensified amid mounting social fears and political anxieties, pernicious perceptions of women’s reproductive and sexual bodies intensified, and the margins of good motherhood narrowed. And for women whose mothering identities and maternal lives didn’t conform to the era’s strict religious ideals, persecution and punishment loomed.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				Unnatural

			
			On January 10, 1490, Isabel de la Cavallería, a noblewoman from the city of Zaragoza in Aragon, Spain, was in early labor. Her midwives (madrinas), Catalina Salinas and Aina de Medina, were holding her under each arm as she paced slowly around her birthing room, hoping to ease her pains and speed up her delivery. Isabel was staying at the home of the lord of Argavieso, a parish of Zaragoza, and her room was on the upper floor, overlooking the street. Candles flickered, the chair and lying-in bed were prepared, protective relics had been assembled, and the midwives’ equipment, including receiving cloths to swaddle the newborn and a brass pot in which to catch Isabel’s blood, fluid, and placenta, was at hand. But before Catalina and Aina could begin their work, a man named Domingo de Cuerla made them hold up their skirts so he could touch “between their legs” and “examine if [they] were bringing any baby fraudulently.” He proceeded to examine Isabel in the same way, before checking beneath the bedsheets. Once he was confident that no babies had been concealed under clothes or bundled into the linen, the midwives knelt and swore “to administer well and without any fraud or trick the labor of the aforesaid Isabel.”

			Isabel had been married to Pedro de Francia, the lord of another Zaragoza parish, but he died early in her pregnancy. Without her husband to confirm paternity, Isabel risked being accused of passing off a substituted baby as his heir. Her security during her widowhood and her child’s inheritance depended on Pedro’s family accepting that she was genuinely pregnant and had birthed a baby that was legitimately his. Women could never be certain that their testimonies about their own bodies would be believed. And since most births were attended only by women, there was no guarantee that the word of even the most reputable female caregiver would be trusted, either. The only way for Isabel to ensure that her and her child’s rights were protected was to invite an authoritative man to witness her giving birth. So she engaged Domingo, a notary, to make a public record testifying that “a baby came out of her body.”

			The fear that wives and widows faked pregnancies, feigned labors, and tricked their husbands into accepting “supposititious” children had haunted the patriarchal imagination since antiquity. The primacy of patrilineal inheritance meant anxieties flurried around a child’s paternity—especially among royalty and the aristocracy. If a married woman couldn’t get pregnant, hadn’t borne a son, or was unable to birth a living child, she might resort to clandestine measures. In ancient Rome, obtaining an abandoned infant to conceal a fake pregnancy or when a legitimate baby had not survived or was an unwanted girl was a criminal offense. If a widow announced she was pregnant by her deceased husband, she could be made to submit to an examination of her “womb” by as many as five freeborn women. Her husband’s family could also appoint up to eight men and women to “guard the womb,” which involved standing outside the birthing room to make sure no babies were smuggled in or out. Inside the room, well lit “because shadows are more suitable for substituting,” up to five women could witness the birth. Those witnesses, as well as the midwives and any enslaved women who were assisting, were body-searched by the guards.

			Isabel didn’t have to go through labor surrounded by such a chaotic crowd. But in addition to Domingo, another notary, a shoemaker, and the lord who owned the house oversaw her every movement and sound. They weren’t there against Isabel’s will, but if she hadn’t appointed male witnesses and doubt was cast over her child’s paternity in the future, she faced harsh recriminations on top of losing her security. Women accused of faking pregnancies or substituting children could be tried, made to do penance, and forced to undergo torturous ordeals. A mother from Normandy who wanted to reclaim the son she rented out for years to a noblewoman whose own son had died was forced to retrieve a hot iron from a blazing fire as a “judgment from God” during her court hearing. Her parental claim was accepted when her hand reportedly emerged from the fire unscathed. Beatrix, a widow from Southern France, was issued a hefty fine after she feigned pregnancy to obtain her deceased husband’s land and property. When her deception was revealed, she claimed that the body of a premature infant, exhumed from a cemetery, was her miscarried fetus. Beatrix was treated mercifully and pardoned by the pope.

			Even though Isabel consented to male witnesses, she submitted to this intrusion because women were viewed as patrilineal service vessels rather than as human beings. What happened in medieval birthing rooms was seldom recorded, and Domingo’s account described a woman’s experience of giving birth with a degree of attention that was rarely paid in writing. Since he was employed to attest to the authenticity of Isabel’s labor, every detail counted. He commented that she was “continuously complaining” when delivery was imminent; he described the splash of her blood and fluid into the brass pot; and he charted the activity of the midwives, seated and kneeling between Isabel’s legs as she lay back in the chair. But by far the most reliable proof that a woman’s labor was genuine was the way she expressed her agony.

			Childbirth was expected to hurt, so women were expected to groan, scream, and cry out. If they remained quiet or didn’t appear to be suffering enough, they could be accused of behaving “unnaturally,” or faking. Domingo recorded when Isabel vocalized the “pains of her labor” and stressed that she was having contractions when “the blood and the water…were coming out from [her] body.” Before she delivered her baby, “completely wet and with his eyes closed,” she endured “very many big pains.” Catalina pulled out Isabel’s placenta, which “fell into the aforesaid pot with a lot of blood.” The baby was examined by the witnesses and confirmed to be an all-important son. Catalina cut the umbilical cord and swaddled the newborn, and Isabel was finally allowed to rest. As the record shows, she was “almost out of herself because of the hard labor.”

			Isabel was not the only woman whose body and behavior were fastidiously scrutinized that January day. If any child substitution had taken place, Catalina and Aina—whom Isabel personally appointed—would have been the obvious accomplices. Midwives and maternity caregivers had always been the keepers of women’s secrets, and they were sometimes involved in obtaining “supposititious” infants. For a married woman who didn’t or couldn’t fulfill her procreative duties, a midwife’s covert care was invaluable. The ideal midwife, from a male point of view, was an honorable protectress of patriarchal reproductive interests. She shepherded new lives from womb to world, maintained the physical and spiritual health of mothers and babies, and performed emergency baptisms to save the souls of babies who would not survive. But while midwives were respected, their proximity to women’s bodies and lives also meant they could be a target for misogynistic fears and fantasies. During antiquity, certain male authors had tried to undermine midwives’ authority by contriving malicious fictions about their motivations. In late medieval Europe, the suspicions that had long been stirring around what some midwives might be getting up to behind the closed doors of birthing spaces began to take a sinister turn.

			Four years before Isabel birthed her son, about ninety miles from Zaragoza in the city of Teruel, a midwife named Joana Torrellas stood trial on suspicion of sorcery. She was tried as part of the infamous Inquisition established in Spain in 1478 to maintain Catholic orthodoxy and eradicate acts and beliefs the church deemed heretical. Torrellas, who learned midwifery from her mother-in-law, was a widow, and her work enabled her to live independently. Originally from Valencia, she moved to Teruel after her husband died, and like many midwives, she incorporated rituals into her birth care. Midwives often used amulets, talismans, and recitations, but the church’s suspicion around such practices was growing. Torrellas was Catholic, but her rites included incantations, inscriptions, and images. Since the thirteenth century, the church had condemned “superstitious” magico-medical techniques incorporating words and symbols as tokens of “pacts entered into with demons.” According to the Inquisitors and some local women, Torrellas’s use of such techniques was proof that she was denouncing Catholicism by abusing the profession of midwifery, consorting with the devil, and performing the darkest magic.

			Along with predicting the future, casting spells with fingernails stolen from dead bodies, and controlling the weather, Torrellas was accused of having demonic names inscribed on her talismans and doing the devil’s bidding by murdering unbaptized infants. No witness could provide any evidence of body snatching or baby-killing. But Torrellas hadn’t been hauled before Inquisitors just because her therapies were misinterpreted as heretical. As an “outsider” older woman who earned a decent living and wasn’t dependent on a man, Torrellas was the subject of gossip and slander. The prosecution found Torrellas guilty, albeit on the less severe charges of performing “superstitious practices during childbirth.” In January 1486, she was sentenced to stand barefoot outside the cathedral from daybreak until the end of mass, with a candle in her hand and a rope around her neck. She was exiled from Teruel and forbidden from practicing midwifery. Her talismans and prayer book, which had been handed down to her from her mother-in-law, were burned.

			For theologians who condemned the vagina as the wellspring of sin and childbirth as repulsive and degrading, a midwife’s hands were soaked in shame. The author of Holy Maidenhead reassured cloistered virgins they’d never have to submit to “the shameful craft of the old women who know about that painful experience.” The insinuation that midwives were potentially immoral because they presided over “obscene” matters had been bubbling away for centuries. Pliny the Elder claimed that his reports of the “sinful practices” of women’s lore came not only from midwives but from “harlots.” In the classical era, midwives and sex workers were valuable sources of information about what was happening in women’s bodies during conception and pregnancy. For male physicians who were prohibited from examining female patients, sexually experienced women were, like midwives, also valuable repositories of reproductive knowledge. And like midwives, sex workers cultivated understanding of the recipes and methods women used to control their fertility. For some misogynistic authors, conflating midwives with “whores” was a convenient way to denigrate midwifery and diminish women’s experiential knowledge. The privileged knowledge women held of the “secrets” of sex, reproduction, and maternity was dangerous. And women who were neither bound by marriage nor sanctioned by male authority were the most dangerous secret keepers of all.

			Back in the thirteenth century, learned men began turning their attention, for the first time since antiquity, to the mysteries of human generation. For some theologians, philosophers, and physicians, these mysteries could be solved by revealing the “secrets” of women’s sexual and reproductive bodies. One of the first and most influential treatises in this genre, De Secretis Mulierum—“On the Secrets of Women”—was written in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century by an unknown follower of the German natural scientist, philosopher, and bishop Albertus Magnus. Earlier gynecological literature had been geared toward diagnosing, treating, and caregiving. Popular medical tracts stressed the importance of explaining the causes and cures of disorders specific to women’s “private places,” because as the Hippocratics had observed, shame often hindered them from voicing their health concerns. But unlike medical authors who wanted to demystify women’s bodies and relieve their suffering, those who wrote exposés of gynecological “secrets” often had a vindictive agenda. The author of Conditions of Women focused on tending to women’s health so they could best perform their “natural” childbearing function. But the author of “Secrets,” instead, was determined to warn his readership—which he demanded should be exclusively male—about all the terrible ways that the female body’s potential for deviancy could compel women to defy their natural motherly purpose.

			Menstrual blood—regarded still as the matter that nourished fetuses and infants inside and outside the womb—was the very substance that made women into nurturing mothers. But it was also believed to be capable of poisoning their maternal nature. A menstruating woman, “Secrets” intoned, could infect a child’s eyes with a glance. If she indulged in intercourse while bleeding and happened to conceive, her child would be born with leprosy or epilepsy. Even women who had been through menopause were hazardous, because they were no longer purging their “evil humors” every month. Since toxic humor fumes leaked out through the eyeballs, older women could poison and kill children if they were permitted to “play with…and kiss them.”

			By this logic, every woman, simply by existing in a female body, could thwart her God-given imperative to bear and nurture children. If she menstruated or succumbed to sexual desire, she could cause her own infertility, make men impotent, and induce abortions in herself and others. As Pope Innocent VIII stated in a papal bull in 1484, “hindering men from performing the sexual act,” preventing “women from conceiving,” and slaying “infants in the mother’s womb” were offenses committed by the foulest enemy of the Catholic faith—the witch. Titled Summis desiderantes affectibus (“desiring with supreme ardor”), this papal bull—known as the “witch bull”—granted Inquisitors official permission to “correct, imprison, punish, and chastise” people suspected of performing witchcraft. And it was issued after Heinrich Kramer, a German Dominican monk, requested unhindered authority to prosecute any person that he believed to be a witch.

			In 1487, Kramer published his notoriously misogynistic witch-hunting manual Malleus Maleficarum (“The Hammer of Witches”). Witches, he claimed, were almost always women because the female sex, by nature, was morally derelict, easily tempted, and consumed by lust. Riffing on the Old Testament Book of Proverbs and invoking the medical notion that women were ruled by their bodies’ procreative appetites, Kramer pronounced that the “mouth of the womb” was never “satisfied.” The author of “Secrets” also denigrated women as driven by untamable physical urges. One of his more outlandish claims was that a woman could get pregnant in a bath a man had previously ejaculated in, because the vagina was so hungry for semen that it hoovered it up from the water. According to Kramer, the kinds of women most likely to copulate with the devil and become his agent on earth were those whose lifestyles, personality traits, and sexual behaviors defied the ideals of Christian womanhood. Instead of being a subservient helpmeet who had sex only to bear children, a witch-woman was intent on pleasure, not procreation. Once she had lain with the devil, her unquenchable lust compelled her to use diabolical magic to disrupt society’s “natural” reproductive order. She made women infertile, caused abortions with a touch or glance, murdered unbaptized infants, and even dedicated her own children to the devil. As an aberration of Christian maternal virtues, the witch, in Kramer’s imagination, was not only a bad mother but an unnatural one, who sacrificed her body not to bearing and nurturing children, but to her own gratification.

			Kramer’s construction of the female witch was a projection not only of his hatred of women but also of his fear of their sexual agency and reproductive knowledge. Torrellas was punished for the heretical act of sorcery, not witchcraft. But had she lived in Kramer’s jurisdiction, he would have delighted in prosecuting her as a witch. She was older, unmarried, and in a sexual relationship, which made her lascivious enough to consort with the devil. She also practiced midwifery—the profession Kramer despised above all others. “No one does more harm to the Catholic faith than midwives,” he pronounced. The sexualized connotations of midwifery, coupled with the fact that this work usually happened outside of male control, made midwives a prime target for his slander. Kramer professed to know “an honest woman, very devoted to the Blessed Virgin,” who was cursed to suffer a torture during her pregnancy by a local midwife after she turned down her offer of birth assistance. He claimed that when she reached her sixth month, she gave birth, in excruciating pain, to a cluster of thorny brambles, bark, bones, and other “unclean things.” Like those “adulterous drabs” and “whores” who copulated with the devil, witch-midwives—who secretly took “innocent children…from the embrace and the womb of an honest mother”—were endangering the reproductive ideals and maternal values of the church and the patriarchy.

			By the time the Malleus was published, Kramer had been denounced on account of his unethical inquisitorial methods. But after 1500, with the availability of the Gutenberg printing press, Kramer’s treatise was published and distributed across Europe. As a guide to prosecuting and punishing suspected witches, the Malleus remained popular into the sixteenth century, when campaigns of persecution intensified. Amid rising social, political and religious tensions, and in the wake of the plague, which wiped out between 30 and 50 percent of the population of Europe, the witch became a scapegoat for myriad inexplicable events. As belief in witchcraft increased, so did the tendency to blame various tragedies—including reproductive disruption and distress—on witches.

			Kramer was not solely responsible for the horrifying epidemic of witch trials that swept across Europe during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and resulted in an estimated forty thousand people, the majority of whom were women, being falsely accused, tortured, and executed. But his work inflamed suspicions about what kinds of women became witches and what witch-women did. Healthy pregnancies and living children were seen as gifts from God, so fertility challenges, pregnancy losses, and infant deaths were convincingly attributed to the work of the devil. Any woman in proximity to these frequent events—especially if she was outspoken, independent, sexually liberated, or past reproductive age—was vulnerable to suspicion. Kramer’s emphasis on infertility, abortion, and infanticide stoked the belief that witchcraft flourished in the private world of women, in the spaces and places where mothering and maternity happened. Drawn from the baby-killing, womb-snatching crones of Roman folklore, his lurid characterization of the witch-midwife entrenched the association of witchcraft with bad mothering and unnatural maternity. Along with midwives, Kramer implicated any mother who didn’t conform to Christian maternal ideals. And those who were impoverished, marginalized, or unwell and had no choice but to end pregnancies or their infants’ lives risked being viewed not as desperate mothers, but handmaids of the devil.

			During the sixteenth century, there was tumultuous change in the religious and social landscape of Western Europe. Initiated by the rise of Protestantism, the denomination of Christianity that broke away from Catholicism and rejected the authority of the pope, the movement known as the Reformation ushered in a new theological spin on motherhood and maternity. Leaders of the movement, including the German priest and theologian Martin Luther, preached about what it meant to bear and raise children in a reformed Christian society. For centuries, religious patriarchs had preached that women were “created for the purpose of nurturing children.” For Luther, every part of the female body was ordained by God exclusively for this purpose. Since this body was furnished with wide hips and a narrow chest—as opposed to the broad chests that men were graced with to support the weight of their brains—women were evidently made to give birth and focus their lesser intellects on tending their homes, husbands, and children. But  motherhood, in Luther’s teachings, was more than women’s biological destiny—it was their highest and holiest vocation.

			Luther believed that monogamous marriage was the rightful state for all faithful people. He denounced the celibacy of Catholic monks and nuns and pronounced that men and women follow God’s instructions, made clear in his creation of Adam and Eve, to join in matrimony for the purposes of perpetuating humankind. And within those marriages, wives and husbands were expected to remain in their respective spheres to undertake their prescribed shares of this God-assigned work. A husband went out to earn his family’s living by crafting, preaching, trading, or teaching. Meanwhile, his wife stayed at home, where she was trusted to govern the household, providing that she didn’t compromise her “husband’s rights and jurisdiction.” Women, Luther reminded his followers, must submit to male rule—for they were “created for the man to be a companionate helper in all things, and especially for the production of children.”

			Luther, a former monk, caused a scandal in 1525 when he married Katharina von Bora, a German noblewoman sixteen years his junior who had spent much of her life in cloisters. In 1523, after turning toward the reform movement and rejecting her vows, von Bora finagled Luther’s help to escape her convent in Nimbschen, near Leipzig. Luther arranged for von Bora, along with a group of nuns, to be smuggled out in a wooden fish barrel by a merchant friend who was delivering the convent’s supply of herring. After she and Luther married, she managed their capacious former monastery home and farm, while running their various businesses, including beer-brewing. She also raised six biological children, four adopted orphans, and Luther’s seven nieces and nephews, who came to live with them in 1529. Luther’s reverence for married family life and respect for women’s roles as mothers within it were deepened by his love for von Bora. His wife, however, was no silent and submissive helpmeet. Having been cloistered, she was educated and literate, and she regularly contributed to reformist debates with her husband’s friends and colleagues who gathered around their family table.

			Where Catholic theologians had preached virginity as the highest state for women and bemoaned physical maternity as a degrading punishment, Luther revered women’s work as childbearers and mothers. But despite von Bora’s pivotal role behind the scenes as the mother of the Reformation, the only kind of mothering Luther recognized happened within the privacy of the male-ruled marital home. And the ideal mothers, according to his theological tenets, were pious, virtuous, obedient wives who committed their bodies, minds, and lives, without complaint, to this sacred calling. For Luther, women’s capacity to be good mothers was God-granted and biologically innate. The only resource a woman needed to undertake her mothering work was faith. If she contravened Protestant maternal virtues, she could be vilified and punished as evil and ungodly—no matter how dire her circumstances were. Luther was certain that witches existed, had sex with the devil, and used maleficent powers to disrupt childbearing. He echoed Kramer’s assertion that witch-women were sexually compelled to defy every trait of good motherhood. And from the mid-sixteenth century, when Luther’s moral theology was spreading beyond Germany, mothers whose actions were deemed unnatural could easily be accused of being in thrall to the devil.

			In 1566, at the assizes in Chelmsford, Essex, Elizabeth Frauncis, a poor woman in her mid-thirties, was found guilty of self-inducing an abortion and later killing her baby daughter by means of witchcraft. Frauncis reportedly confessed to having a cat familiar named Sathan, who “bad her take a certain herbe and drinke it” when she suspected she had conceived following a liaison with one Andrew Byles. Byles refused to marry Frauncis, so she “willed Sathan” to kill him. After Byles’s death, she obeyed Sathan’s command that she drink the herbal potion—“and drinke it she…did, and destroyed the childe forthwyth.” Months later, Frauncis again became pregnant “in fornycation,” but the father agreed to marry her. Within three months of the wedding, their daughter was born. Their marriage was turbulent, and one day, in a fit of rage, Frauncis willed Sathan to kill her daughter, who was then three months old. The Witchcraft Act—which stipulated that anyone found guilty of using “Witchcraft, Enchantment, Charm or Sorcery” to kill or destroy another person should be “put to death”—had been passed in England four years earlier. Frauncis’s life was spared, but she was sentenced to the pillory—a punishment device like the stocks—and one year in prison. But in 1579, after pleading innocent to causing the death by bewitchment of a local woman named Alice Poole from whom she begged a little yeast, Frauncis was found guilty and sentenced to hang.

			Frauncis may have confessed to the initial charges because she identified as a witch—perhaps believing she possessed supernatural abilities gave her some sense of control in her uneasy life. But her confession was likely forced out of her by the prosecutors. It’s possible her daughter’s death was caused by illness or malnutrition. As many as 25 percent of infants didn’t live to see their first birthday in sixteenth-century England, and those born into socioeconomic insecurity had the slimmest chances. But it’s also possible Frauncis ended her daughter’s life because she felt she had no other choice. The only account of what happened to her appeared in The Examination and Confession of certaine Wytches, the first of early modern England’s many witch-trial pamphlets. Pamphleteering was a cheap and efficient way to disseminate Protestant ideas, and the practice bloomed as mass literacy increased. Along with sordid narratives of crimes, confessions, and executions, their pages featured woodcut illustrations and doggerel verses to hook readers’ attention. Pamphlets sensationalized prosecutions for infanticide and abortion as an emotive tactic to sustain public support for witch trials. By fixating on women who had transgressed maternal ideals, they were also insidious propaganda for the Protestant ideology of motherhood.

			From the early seventeenth century, the murderous mother was a fixture in both witch and criminal trial pamphlets. Margaret Vincent, a gentlewoman from Acton, London, was hanged in 1616 for killing two of her three children. The tale of her crimes and punishment, in the pamphlet A pittillesse Mother, described Vincent as a beloved and witty wife who was enticed by the devil to “fall into the hands of Roman wolves” and become Catholic. After arguing with her husband because he refused to convert and fearing her children’s souls wouldn’t be saved, she murdered them “like a fierce and bloody Medea” before trying to take her own life. The pamphlet was a warning to anyone tempted by “Popish persuasions,” and a reminder that good motherhood and religious obedience went hand in hand.

			Two years earlier, Martha Scambler was hanged at Tyburn after being found guilty at the Old Bailey of killing her newborn so “the world might not see the seede of her own shame.” A pamphlet author cast Scambler as a “lascivious damsel” who deliberately got pregnant out of wedlock. This “savage strumpet,” he announced, was so devoid of the tender feeling God endowed in women for “their young” that she smothered her baby the moment it was born and threw its body in the privy house. The author alleged that Scambler gave birth undiscovered because she needed no help, felt no pain, and made no sound. Her reported ability to defy the norms of childbirth behavior and deliver with such ease was proof of her deviancy. The author claimed that devilish forces filling her with carnal lust made her uncannily strong.

			

			• • •

			With Protestant theology came new pronouncements about the physical and emotional trials of childbearing and mothering. The notion that virtuous motherhood was forged in the pain of childbirth had persisted for centuries. But Luther took this notion further by claiming that the suffering of parturition was not only women’s nature, but women’s work. Enduring the pain inflicted upon them as punishment for Eve’s fall was one of the many work tasks women were obliged to fulfill. Pregnant and birthing women had long sought strength and comfort by performing rituals and channeling protection from symbolic mothers who shared their suffering. But under Protestantism, they were not allowed to seek consolation by invoking saints, reciting Saint Margaret’s legend, or asking companions to do any other “foolish women’s deeds.” All a hopeful mother needed to fortify her was the reminder that she was pleasing God by doing the work he assigned to her as a woman. “Bring that child forth, and do it with all your might!” Luther proclaimed in a sermon on married life in 1522. “If you die in the process…good for you! For you actually die in a noble work and obedience to God…who has created you [and] implanted such pain in you.”

			Luther’s instruction to birthing women, to welcome pain and the possibility of death, is chilling. By claiming it was women’s duty to happily endure “this precious and godly task,” his theology entrenched the pernicious belief that reproductive suffering is not only dutiful but sacred. While preaching that birthing women should seek solace only from God, Protestant reformists also commanded that midwives no longer use amulets, incantations, potions, or any other “superstitious means” for “the deliverance of the woman.” After King Henry VIII, motivated by his wish to divorce Catherine of Aragon, his first wife, who had not borne a male heir, appointed himself head of his newly established Church of England in 1534, he passed the Suppression Acts, which meant monasteries were dissolved and their lands, artifacts, and wealth seized. Many of the treasured girdles and other relics that women—including Henry VIII’s own mother, Elizabeth of York—had held, touched, and worn for reassurance during pregnancy and birth were destroyed. As these opposing religious authorities attempted to strip birthing women of their agency, they simultaneously tried to suppress the therapeutic expertise that women, as maternity caregivers, had cultivated over centuries.

			Although Kramer tried to defame and demonize midwives, his smear campaign didn’t lead to the widespread persecution of women who practiced midwifery. But the suspicions roused by both the witch hunts and religious resistance to ritual practices did implicate some birthing women and maternity caregivers. So did pronouncements that women were obliged by God to bear “the evils of pain and work…connected with gestation, birth, and nurturing.” In 1591, on Castle Hill in Edinburgh, Scotland, a wealthy gentlewoman named Euphame MacCalzean was convicted of witchcraft during the North Berwick witch trials, was strangled, and her body burned. She was found guilty, among other charges, of procuring labor pain-relieving remedies from Agnes Sampson, a midwife, “cunning woman,” and widowed mother. Sampson was also found guilty, and sentenced to the same fate, after confessing to using excavated body parts for magico-medical purposes.

			Across the Middle Ages, the social and cultural meanings of motherhood went through monumental shifts. By the early modern period, mothering was explicitly defined, for the first time, as woman’s work. By declaring motherhood to be a vocation that must be undertaken within the private domain of the marital home, theologians like Luther established some of Western culture’s most oppressive maternal myths. Legitimate mothering happened nowhere but in the home, and being a mother was inextricably bound to being a wife and housekeeper. By rebranding the labor of birthing, nurturing, and raising children as a sacred calling, women needed no reward or recompense. As Luther stated, women were rewarded with the “happiness and joy” that came from accepting their burdens—to bear children in pain and be ruled over by husbands. But as the early modern period progressed, more women were able to express what it felt like to navigate the tensions between the institution of motherhood—as defined by church and state—and the physical and emotional experiences of being a woman who mothered.

		

	
		
			
				Part 3

				Care and Conviction: Seventeenth to Eighteenth Century

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				Tender Regard

			
			“In order to describe pregnancy and childbirth, I cannot provide a more meaningful illustration than by comparing them to the navigation of a ship,” wrote Louise Bourgeois, French midwife and medical author, in 1617. “The pregnant woman is like a vessel of great importance, filled with persons of quality; the midwife is like a high-ranking pilot, the master captain of the vessel.” The good midwife, like the clay caregiver uncovered in Eileithyia’s cave, steered women and infants through the unsettled waters of pregnancy and labor toward life’s safe harbor. Bourgeois invoked this ancient maternity-care metaphor in “Advice to My Daughter,” an essay about the practice and conduct of good midwifery addressed to her sixteen-year-old daughter, Antoinette.

			From the age of twelve, Antoinette had been desperate to follow in her mother’s footsteps, and she’d constantly begged Bourgeois to teach her what she knew. When Antoinette was old enough to begin her training, Bourgeois wrote her essay to guide and teach her as she embarked on the midwifery ship. Filled with insights from her extraordinary career, “Advice to My Daughter” was included in the second volume of Bourgeois’s three-volume midwifery manual, Observations diverses sur la stérilité, perte de fruit, et fécondité, accouchements, et maladies des femmes et enfants nouveaux nés (Diverse Observations on Sterility, Miscarriage, Fertility, Childbirth, and the Diseases of Women and Newborn Children). Bourgeois first delivered a baby in 1593, when she was thirty. By 1609, when the first volume of Diverse Observations was published, she had attended over two thousand births.

			What her mother had achieved was an inspiration to Antoinette. Only eight years after she began learning midwifery, Louise Bourgeois was appointed royal midwife and lying-in attendant to the queen of France, Marie de Medici. On September 27, 1601, in the great chamber at Fontainebleau, specially furnished with two canopied beds of crimson velvet enclosed inside a tent of embroidered drapes, Bourgeois guided the queen through her painful twenty-two-hour labor. When delivery was imminent, she encouraged the queen not to suppress her screams. Seated before the birthing stool, upholstered in matching crimson velvet, Bourgeois delivered the future king, Louis XIII, alive but weakened. A sip of wine was thought to revive a fading newborn, so Bourgeois took a mouthful from a bottle and exhaled it into the swaddled infant’s mouth. When he tasted the wine, as Bourgeois recalled, he recovered.

			Renowned for her exceptional skills and authoritative but gentle manner, Bourgeois became one of France’s most prestigious and highly paid midwives. But she believed every birthing woman and new mother, no matter their social status or the fee they could afford, deserved to be treated equally and have their wishes respected. While Bourgeois was practicing and writing, midwives’ expertise was being challenged by male physicians and surgeons, whose attention was turning toward the women-led domain of childbirth. The medieval fervor to expose the “secrets of women” intensified in the sixteenth century, as anatomists in Europe attempted to explain the mysteries of human generation by mapping, for the first time, the terrain that lay hidden beneath a woman’s skin. By the seventeenth century, the rise of learned medicine—from which women were barred—compelled surgeons and physicians to stake their claim as authorities over birthing bodies. These men were well-versed in ancient medical tracts and the latest anatomical theory, but they’d barely attended one woman throughout her labor, let alone two thousand. While they were claiming their book learning and dissection attendance was superior to midwives’ hands-on skills, Bourgeois was championing the experiential knowledge only women caregivers could acquire. She was also a staunch advocate for women’s rights to medical education and called for midwives to be admitted to anatomy lectures so they could study the workings of the uterus. If midwives could bolster their practical expertise with anatomical understanding, they would be better able to mitigate against the dangers of birth and lying-in. And, Bourgeois hoped, they might finally be granted their rightful share of the professional esteem reserved for their male counterparts.

			Part midwifery manual, part memoir, part plea for midwives to be respected and birth care to be compassionate and informed, Diverse Observations was groundbreaking. It was also the first published book on childbirth, reproductive health, and gynecology authored by a female midwife. In seventeenth-century France, women still supervised the lion’s share of births and provided all peripartum care. But Diverse Observations was the only one of the obstetric treatises and midwifery manuals appearing during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries boom in vernacular publishing that was written by a woman. Bourgeois, as she pronounced, was “the first woman of [her] art to take pen in hand.”

			Bourgeois was born in 1563, in the wealthy Paris suburb of Faubourg Saint-Germain. She was educated, and her enlightened parents encouraged her to read literature, mythology, and philosophy. But like most privileged young women, she was bound for a well-heeled marriage and motherhood. When she was twenty-one, she married Martin Boursier, a surgeon serving the army and the royal court, and over the next few years they had three children and lived peacefully in Saint-Germain. But their peace was shattered by the civil wars between Protestant and Catholic fractions that had ravaged France since 1562. In 1589, then Protestant Henry IV—whose son and heir Bourgeois delivered twelve years later—succeeded the Navarre throne and led his troops toward Paris to seize control of the city from the Catholic League and claim his legitimacy as king. Hearing that Saint-Germain would be attacked, Bourgeois fled with her mother and children to safety inside Paris’s city walls. With her husband serving the royal regiment, Bourgeois made a living selling the few pieces of furniture and possessions she had heaved through the city gates. When there was nothing left to sell, she taught needlework and embroidery to girls and women living in her new neighborhood, in Paris’s 6th arrondissement.

			Over the long months of the “troubles,” Bourgeois managed to support herself and her children. But in May 1590, Henry IV’s army, supported by the Huguenots, mounted a violent siege of Paris. For four months, residents faced starvation as the city was blockaded and the windmills were burned. Around forty thousand people lost their lives. In the wake of the devastations, money was scarce, and Bourgeois needed to find work to provide for her family. A friend, who had helped her birth her children, urged her to learn and practice midwifery.

			Bourgeois had never considered such a career for herself. Neither her mother nor any of her female relatives were midwives, and she hadn’t helped her own friends or relatives through their labors. The idea of shouldering the responsibility of bringing infants to church to be baptized while their mothers were still lying-in was daunting—and so was the thought of performing baptisms herself, for newborns who wouldn’t live long. To earn a decent living, she also needed to be licensed under the Statutes and Regulations ordered for all Matrons and Midwives, introduced in 1560 to regulate the caregiving standards and social responsibilities of midwives working in Paris and its suburbs. The statutes stipulated that any would-be midwife was apprenticed with an experienced professional who could vouch for her morality, religious virtue, and practical skills. After her apprenticeship, she sat a tough examination before a board of two surgeons, one physician, and two midwives. If she passed, she swore an oath of loyalty at the Châtelet court, and her name was entered into the city register. Finally, she could hang a sign on her front door illustrated with the heraldic fleur-de-lis and a cradle, a child, or a woman holding a baby, to announce her honorable position as a sworn-in sage-femme.

			Bourgeois didn’t know anyone she could apprentice with. Her friend wasn’t a licensed midwife, but a “respectable woman” who cared for her friends and neighbors informally. But she did have the rare advantage, as her friend pointed out, of being a woman who could read widely and write well. Plus, her husband spent twenty years training with and assisting Ambroise Paré, the royal surgeon and anatomist, so she could learn from him. Bourgeois couldn’t bear the thought of her children going hungry, so she put aside her misgivings and picked up Paré’s De la génération de l’homme (Of the Generation of Man). Published in 1573, this treatise covered conception, gestation, pregnancy loss, infertility, and gynecological disorders—including displaced and distempered wombs—along with instructions for managing complicated deliveries and difficult birth presentations. Paré, who died the year Bourgeois decided to learn midwifery, was France’s most eminent surgeon. A leading figure in the medical renaissance, the swell of intellectual and professional advancements in medicine that began in the fifteenth century, Paré fused newly forged anatomical knowledge with innovative surgical techniques—he is renowned as one of the fathers of modern surgical medicine. His interest in childbirth was informed by his time, in the 1530s, training and working at Hôtel-Dieu—“God’s Shelter”—the vast charitable institution that had stood on the banks of the River Seine since the seventh century.

			Since the fourteenth century, Hôtel-Dieu housed a lying-in ward where women most in need were cared for before, during, and after births. Since it was the only institution of its kind in Paris, its maternity services were in high demand when poverty was rife. The ward, sunk into the damp and often flooded basement, was horribly overcrowded. At its busiest, as many as five women had to give birth in the same bed, and puerperal, or childbed, fever skyrocketed. But it was the one ward in the city where women who had no other place to give birth could take refuge. The women who worked there—the head midwife (La dame des accouchées), staff midwives, and apprentices—guarded the privacy and modesty of the pregnant, birthing, and lying-in women under their care. Surgeons and physicians were permitted to attend births only during dangerous deliveries, which required the surgical skills that men were sanctioned to acquire. Midwives had to defer to a man like Paré when an infant who couldn’t be born needed to be removed from its mother—either by cesarean section or embryotomy, which was performed, then, with a sharp hooked instrument called a crochet. If a surgeon had to attend a birth at Hôtel-Dieu, there was seldom hope for the infant or the mother.

			During his time at Hôtel-Dieu, Paré witnessed the extent of how perilous childbirth could be. He believed that by promoting understanding of the physiology of childbirth and the anatomy of birthing bodies, he could save the lives of mothers and infants. He also revived and taught an ancient practice called podalic version, where an infant lying across the uterus, in the difficult traverse position, was maneuvered by hand inside the uterus, which enabled it, hopefully, to be delivered feetfirst. By writing in French rather than Latin, Paré made his knowledge accessible to practitioners, caregivers, and general readers—including midwives, maternity attendants, and women themselves—who were exempted from the male domain of learned medicine. And he did so at a time when authors revealing the “secrets” of reproduction, birth, and gynecology to the public risked being condemned as immoral by religious and medical authorities. Exposing a female readership to such vulgarities—even though the bodies being exposed were their own—was sure to have terrible consequences, especially if it made women obsessed with sex or enabled them to trick men into believing they were either virgins or pregnant. When Generation was published, the University of Paris’s faculty of medicine criticized Paré for making this scandalous subject matter available to impressionable young women. But while the faculty was wringing its hands about Paré inciting immorality, they were equally concerned about him democratizing knowledge that was supposed to be the preserve of male physicians.

			After she absorbed Paré’s treatise, Bourgeois was confident she could safely deliver the wife of the porter who managed the building where she lived. In 1593, in her first appointment as midwife, she helped her patient birth a living son, who, to her astonishment, came out in a huge flood of amniotic fluid. Bourgeois remembered that midwives should make sure new mothers stayed awake immediately after giving birth; it was widely believed, at the time, that newly delivered women were so weak that they might pass away in their sleep. Over the next four hours, Bourgeois watched over her patient, cradling her swaddled baby, talking to her softly. When she slipped out of consciousness, Bourgeois revived her with sips of vinegared water.

			Paré’s work helped Bourgeois hone her understanding of birthing bodies, and she shared his conviction that anatomical knowledge was vital to improving birth and maternity care. His innovative methods and concern for birthing women and infants were instructive and influential. But like almost all the era’s popular obstetric texts, Generation was written by a man whose experience of caring for women throughout their labors was wanting. Paré had delivered some women, unlike the German physician Eucharius Rösslin, author of the popular 1513 childbirth manual Der Swangern Frauwen und Hebammen Rosegarten (Rose Garden for Pregnant Women and Midwives), who read plenty of ancient gynecological tracts but had never attended a single birth. At the beginning of Rose Garden, Rösslin argued, in verse, that educated men, with their centuries of understanding about the human body and reservoirs of male reason, were better suited to governing the field of midwifery than neglectful, ignorant female midwives. Paré, on the other hand, wasn’t an active midwife admonisher, and he didn’t think surgeons should displace midwives. If a woman was not too exhausted, could bear her pains, and her baby was presenting head down, then “the business is to be committed to nature and the midwife.” But he did insist that midwives call for “the assistance and help of some expert Chirurgian [surgeon]” during any difficult delivery that was presumed to exceed a female caregiver’s skill set. Paré’s understanding was mostly accrued during life-or-death deliveries and at the autopsy table. He approached childbirth principally as a medical event requiring interventions only men could perform, guided by knowledge only men could acquire. Through his eyes, the giver of birth was not the mother, but the surgeon. As the subtitle of Generation made clear, “The Manner of Extracting Children out of Their Mother’s Womb” was Paré’s foremost concern.

			In 1598, after five years serving poor and working women in her neighborhood, Bourgeois was ready to sit her exam. But Madame Dupuis, one of the two midwives on the licensing board, was aghast at the prospect of swearing in a “surgeon’s wife.” “[S]he’ll be in league with these physicians,” Dupuis warned her colleague, Dame Peronne; “they’ll be like purse-cutters at the fair. We should only accept artisans’ wives, who don’t understand anything about our affairs.” Surgeon-obstetricians—“man-midwives,” as they came to be known—wouldn’t be allowed to attend so-called normal births at Hôtel-Dieu for about fifty years. But the growing male interest in childbirth, spurred on by figures like Paré, was beginning to threaten midwives’ monopoly over birth care. To pad their reputations—and their wallets—surgeons were already elbowing midwives aside in Paris’s private lying-in chambers.

			For centuries, surgery—like midwifery—had been considered a trade rather than a medical science. But in sixteenth-century France, surgeons were striving to gain the level of respect and repute reserved for university-trained physicians. With their gleaming instruments and anatomical know-how—which women were not formally permitted to wield or obtain—surgeons saw an opportunity to assert their authority, in the business of childbirth, over female midwives. Although surgeons’ experience of delivering birthing women was paltry compared to that of midwives, they could claim that their surgical advantages offered greater protection for mothers and infants in the event of dangerous complications. Motivated by financial gain and the chance to establish a position within the hierarchy of medical professionals, surgeons began to be appointed as the principal overseers of childbirth by the wealthy clientele they attracted.

			It’s no coincidence that this intrusion of men into midwifery coincided with the imposition of regimes of social control upon female midwives. Birthing spaces, which for reasons of modesty and propriety had for centuries been the private domain of women, were also regarded as the spaces in which mothers and caregivers might collude to disrupt the interests of men. From the sixteenth century, in England as well as France, the introduction of licensing regulations for midwives meant their expertise was recognized and their professional status legitimized. But to be granted their licenses, midwives didn’t just have to prove their caregiving competence—they had to swear to uphold the interests of church and state. The regulation of midwifery was part of the era’s focus on medical professionalism. But since the foundation of social order in early modern Europe was the male-headed marital family, licensing was also a way of coercing midwives into acting as enforcers of patriarchal reproductive values. In Paris, the Statuts et reiglemens ordonnez pour toutes les matronnes ou saiges femmes…(Statutes and Regulations ordered for all Matrons and Midwives…) commanded that midwives report all illegitimate births, reveal the identities of any sex workers they attended, and testify if they discovered a woman had tried to end or conceal her pregnancy or commit infanticide. Bourgeois condemned midwives who delivered women in brothels or offered shelter to pregnant sex workers, for they sullied, in her eyes, the good name of the profession. To maintain her reputation and her license, a midwife of her standing had little choice but to obey her oath and publicly distance herself from what she curtly described as “foul affairs.”

			In England, the regulatory system for midwives was also administered by the church. To receive her license, granted by the bishop of her parish’s diocese, a midwife had to pay a fee equivalent to hundreds of today’s pounds to take her exam, which involved demonstrating her skills in front of a panel consisting of the bishop himself and an experienced professional midwife or a male surgeon who had delivered women. If she passed, she swore her oath—which, like in France, included promising to uphold society’s punishing moral standards of sexual behavior and maternity. But midwifery licensing was not entirely contingent on male authority. To secure her professional legitimacy, a midwife also had to present testimonials from women who had witnessed her work. These witnesses were either mothers she had cared for or gossips.

			The term “gossip” derived from the Old English god-sibb, meaning a person “related to one in god” who witnessed the birth and confirmed, at baptism, that the infant was legitimate and had come out of its mother’s body. In seventeenth-century England, a birthing woman’s gossips were close friends who were with her while she delivered her baby and recovered afterward. For privileged women, the birthing chamber remained a secluded yet social space where they journeyed through labor and, hopefully, became mothers in the company of their women. Like birth companions in imperial Rome, early modern gossips provided emotional and physical support to birthing women, and organized the gatherings and celebrations that happened over the month or so of lying-in.

			Gossips were pivotal figures in the groups of female friends, neighbors, and relatives who gathered at new mothers’ bedsides. If she was wealthy, her gossips helped orchestrate the feasting and gifting rituals that marked her passage to motherhood. But across the social spectrum, lying-in enabled women to come together to bond, share, and talk. Peripartum camaraderie wasn’t reserved for well-to-do married mothers. Solo mothers found support from women they worked with, friends and relatives, and other solo mothers. And not all midwives were as staunchly committed to the moral orders of their oaths as Bourgeois was—they often helped unmarried women find safe places to give birth and lie in, and some even took them into their own homes despite the risk of criminal punishment. Lying-in didn’t guarantee unconditional solidarity. It could be fraught with tension, especially for women in precarious situations. But birth spaces remained a symbol of respite from and resistance to the patriarchal forces that controlled women’s maternal bodies and mothering lives.

			The prospect of women conversing out of the earshot of men had always triggered plenty of anxieties, so gossips were inevitably belittled in popular culture as untrustworthy, meddlesome chatterboxes. The word gossip, meaning idle chatting, tittle-tattling, or rumormongering, derives from the negative implications that swirled around women’s unrestrained talk during and after childbirth. As a feminized speech form, gossip is burdened by connotations of falsity and triviality. These connotations are rooted in misogynistic fears of the power of women’s collective voices, not to mention their unhindered access to their husband’s prize possessions. But even though the acceptance of gossips’ testimonies within the licensing system left midwives vulnerable to criticism from men who took a dim view of gossips’ talk, it remained a vital acknowledgment of women’s authority in birthing spaces.

			For Madame Dupuis, admitting Bourgeois—the wife of a male surgeon—into the esteemed order of sage-femmes posed a threat to that very authority. But Bourgeois, who was granted her license despite Dupuis’s objections, was just as concerned, in her career as a midwife and writer, about preserving midwifery as a women’s profession. Bourgeois wrote Diverse Observations because she wanted to empower other female midwives to advocate for their patients and, hopefully, gain the respect they deserved as medical practitioners. In her book’s dedicatory letter, addressed to the queen, Bourgeois explained that life-endangering mistakes were frequently made by male surgeons and physicians because they lacked the “intimate” understanding of women’s bodies that only midwives, for reasons of modesty, had been permitted to possess. When a surgeon was called to an emergency delivery, a birthing woman’s life could depend on her midwife’s testimony about the progress of the birth and her general health. Arming midwives and maternity caregivers with accurate knowledge about every aspect of the health of birthing women, at a time when men’s presence in birthing rooms was no longer limited to emergencies, was especially urgent.

			Becoming a royal midwife had granted Bourgeois opportunities that were out of reach for most women who practiced midwifery. Only three years after she swore her oath, having served gentlewomen and ladies of the court, Bourgeois was personally selected by the queen to be her midwife. She had the satisfaction of replacing none other than Dupuis, the king’s original choice for his wife’s confinement, who was summarily discharged after the queen discovered she had delivered her husband’s mistress. Bourgeois was also able to spend time writing and have that writing published in no small part because the queen was her patron. But she was very aware of her privilege, and sharing her breadth of experience with fellow midwives, maternity caregivers, and women themselves was, for her, crucial for preserving not only women’s birth care integrity but also the health and lives of mothers and infants.

			In Diverse Observations, Bourgeois wove her caregiving guides into intricate personal case studies. As she recounted how she treated and tended to her patients, she illuminated the physical and emotional realities of giving birth and mothering for women in many different circumstances. To explain the importance of suppressing lactation in mothers who were not breastfeeding, Bourgeois wrote about a woman she’d known since childhood who had suffered with postpartum mental ill-health for over ten years. She endured two stillbirths and later gave birth during the siege of Paris—today, she would probably have been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). But following prevailing theories about the causes of “delirium,” Bourgeois attributed her illness to a “piercing fever” caused by vapors from her engorged breasts rising to her brain.

			Bourgeois didn’t become this woman’s midwife until her fourth pregnancy. But she knew her history, and so, after delivering her a large daughter and a beautiful son, Bourgeois visited every day, watching for signs of her mental illness returning. On the fifth day, the woman was feverish, lost in thought, and her speech made little sense. A wet nurse was feeding her twins, but Bourgeois discovered her lying-in nurse hadn’t given her a remedy to “dry up her milk.” Bourgeois prepared a soothing liniment of rose oil and vinegar, and warmed cabbage leaves over the fire to relieve her painful breasts. After seventeen days, the woman “ended her confinement, healthy in body and mind.” Bourgeois reported that she went on to have more children, and because she’d been shown how her body should be cared for, her mental illness didn’t return.

			For Bourgeois, good midwifery was about listening to women, respecting their feelings, and putting their needs first. “Labor is extremely painful,” Bourgeois reminded Antoinette, “and this is why you should…accommodate yourself (without harming her) to the patient’s mood…You are called only to help and serve her.” But since the boundaries between the sexes had to be preserved no matter what a woman was going through, her “moods” could be accommodated only when no unrelated men were present. Once a surgeon entered the birth space, propriety was paramount. Women’s bodies, particularly their vulvas and vaginas, had to be hidden from male eyes, so they were no longer able to move around freely and vocalize their pains without inhibition. Bourgeois approved of surgeons delivering women only when it was medically necessary. Otherwise, she thought allowing men to manage labors was a “shameless effrontery,” which, she judgmentally quipped, “even women of easy virtue” would find shame-inducing.

			If a surgeon did intervene, Bourgeois demanded he never look directly at the birthing woman, nor she at him. Ideally, she wouldn’t even realize he was in the room—decorum was far more important, clearly, than informed consent. Surgeons went to some theatrical lengths not only to preserve women’s modesty but also to protect themselves against accusations of unseemly behavior. Bourgeois described how she coordinated the stealthy examination of a dear friend she was delivering. When Bourgeois realized the infant was in a difficult position, the woman’s companions urged her to call a surgeon. Reluctantly, she agreed—on the condition her friend never knew a man had been near her, “because…she would die of apprehension and shame.” With some bolster-cushion and bed-curtain trickery, the surgeon apparently performed the examination completely undetected. “She did not see him at all and gave birth without anyone’s help or skill apart from God’s or Nature’s.”

			Bourgeois’s women-centered approach and preference to let nature take its course were at odds with the interventionalist methods promoted by men like Paré. She respected surgeons’ abilities and berated midwives who left it too late to call for them when a woman’s life hung in the balance. But she also knew that skilled midwives were perfectly capable of handling difficult deliveries if they were allowed do their work without interference. In a passage in “Advice to My Daughter,” Bourgeois bemoaned the many ways female midwifery was being disparaged by men trying to corner the childbirth market. From complaining that they refused to cooperate with surgeons, to casting them as incompetent crones who were ignorant about anatomy and reproduction, surgeons, physicians, and medical authors frequently denounced midwives by claiming they jeopardized mothers’ and infants’ health and lives. Bourgeois’s resistance to men taking command of birth care wasn’t only because midwives’ authority was being superseded. For her, this shift was also eroding the close relationship and trust between women and midwives.

			Bourgeois lamented the time when women cherished their midwives, refused to be delivered by anyone else, and mourned when they died—as in classical Greece, when Phanostrate was lovingly honored on her funerary stele. If women were cared for by the same midwives across their mothering lives, they could foster potentially lifesaving bonds of trust and intimacy. Before Bourgeois delivered the woman from Saint-Germain, she learned about everything she’d been through since she lost her first child. During labor, she took care to communicate with her gently, because she knew her “to have a mind that [was] easily disturbed.” While Bourgeois attributed her patient’s mental illness to a physiological disorder, she understood that the woman needed to be treated in a way that respected her vulnerability. Bourgeois was providing care informed by her understanding of her patient’s mental health needs and traumatic past experiences.

			As Bourgeois thought about how to steer her patient through labor with her words, she was conscious of not wanting to retraumatize her. By telling this story, she was also emphasizing how crucial it was to treat birthing women as individuals and understand how their needs were shaped by their diverse experiences. Birth was not an isolated medical event—it was life itself. Surgeons might have been equipped to swoop in on life-threatening deliveries. But they were not caring for women throughout their pregnancies, staying by their sides from their first throes, and paying their bodies—and minds—the close attention that was imperative during lying-in. And they weren’t able or willing to really understand who laboring women were as people and what they had been through. In a surgeon’s propriety-bound hands, birthing women were dehumanized and anonymized, reduced to wombs from which infants were “extracted.”

			Throughout Diverse Observations, Bourgeois shared her own maternal experiences. She birthed and mothered four children and worked as a wet nurse, so she felt able to empathize with her patients in ways men never could. Midwifery skills were not, of course, an innate feminine sensibility. Being a midwife took hard work, continual learning, and formidable courage. Maternity caregiving had been undermined for centuries because knowing how to birth babies and minister to mothers was assumed to spring magically from women’s wombs. Midwifery, for detractors, was of the body, not the mind. But few women in the seventeenth century were able to publicly express their intimate experiences, and if they did, they risked censure. Bourgeois’s choice to write about her own body in the male-dominated space of medical publishing was daring and pioneering. For her, knowing what it felt like to carry, bear, and nurture made her a more attentive and sympathetic midwife. By describing her own birthing and lactating body, she showed readers that her expertise was embodied as well as acquired. She saw midwifery as an extension of her mothering life; her identity as a midwife was inseparable from her identity as a mother. In Diverse Observations—which she called “this child of my mind”—Bourgeois wasn’t just writing about being a mother; she was writing as a mother. And by doing so, she elevated mothering—perpetually undervalued as women’s natural and private duty—to the realm of professional work and published knowledge.

			Across the centuries, midwifery had survived and thrived along maternal lines, passed on by hand and voice from mothers to daughters. This tradition was judiciously preserved at Hôtel-Dieu. Until 1630, when the lying-in ward began offering a handful of internships, only daughters of serving midwives were given the golden opportunity to train there. But exceptions were sometimes made for would-be midwives with personal connections. The head midwife at Hôtel-Dieu had stayed at Bourgeois’s home, and the nun who watched over newly delivered women was a close friend, so Antoinette, at her mother’s request, was allowed on the ward during the daytime. During her six-month apprenticeship, Antoinette assisted many different women through all kinds of labors and deliveries. To the established midwives of Paris, like the haughty Madame Dupuis, Bourgeois was an outlier—not only was she married to a royal surgeon, but she was self-taught and hadn’t inherited her skills from her mother. She was also being defamed by an unnamed “slanderer,” whom she warned in a short poem at the beginning of Diverse Observations not to “have the audacity / To attack my writings.” But with Antoinette choosing to pursue her mother’s path, Bourgeois could affirm her credibility by declaring her place in midwifery’s maternal lineage.

			In “Advice to My Daughter,” Bourgeois spun herself a fabulous origin story, in which she was persuaded to take up midwifery not by her friend but by Phaenarete, Socrates’s midwife-mother. “I was the head of the household, with children to care for…overcome by the vicissitudes of war,” she wrote. “Wise Phaenarete…consoled me, and advised me to embrace her learning.” Lucina, Roman goddess of childbirth, was jealous that Phaenarete blessed Bourgeois and adopted her as a daughter who she, too, bestowed her skills upon. Bourgeois was being playful, but she was acknowledging how, when she became a midwife, she joined the long and storied history of maternity caregiving, a practice so fundamental to humankind that its origins were the stuff of myths. Antoinette, who was growing in Bourgeois’s belly while she worked, and was born five months before she delivered Louis XIII, would continue this history.

			In 1627, after practicing for more than thirty years, Bourgeois’s stellar career plummeted. She was implicated in the death of Princess Marie de Bourbon, Duchess de Montpensier—whom she had delivered twenty-six years earlier—sister-in-law of Louis XIII. Five days after Bourgeois helped her birth her daughter, the princess succumbed to childbed fever. In their autopsy report, court surgeons alleged the princess’s death was caused by a piece of placenta that remained attached to her womb. Bourgeois wasn’t named in the report, but it was the midwife’s duty to ensure the placenta was fully delivered, so her culpability was heavily implied. Three days after the report was published, Bourgeois wrote an impassioned defense of her competence: “You make well-known that you have no knowledge of the placenta and the womb of a woman, either before or after her delivery,” she wrote, taking aim at men’s limited familiarity with birthing bodies. She reminded the report’s author that midwives’ authority over “the secrets of women’s maladies” was embedded into the foundations of ethical medicine: “your great master and legislator Hippocrates…consulted midwives, deferring to their judgment.”

			Bourgeois understood very well that women could develop fatal fevers if they were not properly delivered. In Diverse Observations, she advised surgeons to “draw out the afterbirth patiently…or to let a midwife do it,” because she had witnessed some removing it roughly and tearing it. Although it wasn’t known yet, the risk of puerperal fever drastically increased during manual removal because bacteria were transferred from the practitioner’s hands. Bourgeois removed the placenta by hand in only two births, and she advised against doing so unless it was an emergency. “It is said that a piece remaining inside is fatal to the woman,” she had written, back in 1609. “How can you be sure a woman will live, when you see the afterbirth all torn up?”

			Bourgeois proclaimed her innocence, but her career at court was over. Nothing more is known about how or where she worked as a midwife. But her reputation as an expert in the compassionate care of birthing women, newborns, and new mothers lived on. Diverse Observations was translated into German, Dutch, and English, and after her death in 1636, at the age of seventy-three, she continued to be heralded as a pioneer of midwifery knowledge and practice. And her legacy has more recently been celebrated by the iconic late French American artist who shared her name, Louise Bourgeois. From the 1940s, Louise Bourgeois explored her psychical and physical experiences of mothering and being mothered in paintings, sculptures, and installations. In 2005, she was invited by artists’ book publisher Salon Verlag to reprint a book that had influenced her, and she chose her namesake’s Recueil des Secrets (Collection of Secrets). Originally published in 1635, the year before Bourgeois died, Recueil des Secrets—which had taken her three years to compile—contained two hundred and eighty recipes for herbal remedies and healing methods for a wide range of afflictions and illnesses. Louise Bourgeois’s 2005 edition, illustrated on the front cover with her lithograph of a pink fetus floating inside the womb, drew artist and midwife together in the genealogy of maternal thought and creativity.

			Throughout her career, midwife Bourgeois had called for women—as mothers and as medical practitioners—to be trusted and respected as experts in the care of pregnant, birthing, and maternal bodies. As she remined readers of Diverse Observations, “I have given…no witness but that of all our sex, which experiences in itself what I write about it & which will never call my pen false.” In the decades after her death, female midwives across Europe were increasingly having to defend the value of their empathetic and embodied expertise against male surgeons’ insistence on the superiority of their “scientific” grasp of childbearing. For leading accoucheurs or “man-midwives,” like Hôtel-Dieu-trained François Mauriceau, pregnancy was “a rough sea, on which a big-belly’d woman and infant floats the space of nine months.” Male medics often invoked these nautical images, as Bourgeois had, in their descriptions of pregnancy and birth. However, they were certain that male practitioners who possessed anatomical knowledge were best suited to pilot the midwifery ship. But no matter how keenly man-midwives professed their advantages, many aspects of childbearing evaded their understanding. Centuries before the existence of technologies for tracing the presence and activity of a fetus, male physicians depended on women’s accounts of what was happening inside their bodies. As women’s literacy increased in the seventeenth century, so did their ability to describe what it felt like and meant to be pregnant, give birth, and become a mother. While medical men were trying to master the obscurities of the pregnant body, a new generation of women writers in England and colonial America were expressing their unique experiences of bearing, birthing, and caring. In instructive books, spiritual verses, and personal legacies, these women were bringing knowledge embedded in the recesses of their maternal bodies and mothering minds into the light of the changing world.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				Quickening Spirit

			
			In spring 1622, in Cambridgeshire, England, a gentlewoman named Elizabeth Jocelin “felt her self quicke with childe.” Jocelin was twenty-six, and living contentedly with her husband, Tourell, on the estate he had inherited from his father. She had been educated by her maternal grandfather, Bishop William Chaderton, and as an adult she continued to study history, theology, poetry, and languages. Since she and Tourell married, six years earlier, Jocelin had “earnestly desired” to become a mother. The moment she sensed the “quickening,” she knew her “truest cause” was to birth her longed-for child and dedicate herself to their care and happiness.

			The word “quickening,” derived from the Old English cwician, meaning to bring to life, described the earliest movements of a fetus that were felt by a pregnant woman. In the seventeenth century, confirming whether a woman was “with child” lay beyond the capabilities of even the most scrutinous physician. Other than having his patient urinate on a piece of ribbon or a plant root—the unreliable early modern pregnancy tests—he could hazard a guess by interpreting her often ambiguous symptoms or consulting her midwife. But the only way for him to diagnose her pregnancy with any degree of certainty was to listen to her testimonies of how her body felt.

			Quickening usually happened around five months, or twenty weeks, after conception, but it could be earlier or later. Many women, especially if they’d been pregnant before, noticed telltale signs—waves of nausea, crashing tiredness, senses subtly retuning—earlier than this. But often it wasn’t until she felt “a small movement like the beating of a bird’s wings,” as Louise Bourgeois described it, that a woman’s pregnancy was confirmed to her. Only she could detect the quickening; it was transmitted in a tactile language she alone could translate. But this private announcement marked the point where her pregnant body became a matter of public concern. After quickening, what was growing inside her womb was regarded, medically and legally, as a potential child.

			Since the antiquity, philosophers, physicians, theologians, and lawmakers decreed those first felt movements to be evidence that a fetus was endowed with “humanness” or “soul.” In seventeenth-century England, quickening, according to medicine and the law, indicated that a fetus was “formed” and therefore viable. An attempt to end a pregnancy was usually only treated as a crime if it happened after quickening. If a woman intervened before then and expelled the products of a possible conception, she wasn’t generally recognized as having induced an abortion. Regardless of physicians’ and lawmakers’ assumptions about the beginnings of “fetal personhood”—and their use of those definitions to wield control over women’s bodies—the question of whether a fetus had quickened could only be answered by the women whose body it belonged to. It was widely accepted that quickening marked the beginnings of fetal viability. When a woman received those fluttering transmissions, she confronted the likelihood that her pregnancy would continue to term. But whether quickening was met with joy or fear, hope or shame, ambivalence or excitement depended on what that pregnancy meant for her body, her mind, and her life. With the kick inside came the reality of what it would mean to mother.

			When Elizabeth Jocelin felt the presence of her much-wanted pregnancy, she was overjoyed. But this promise of her child’s life seemed to harken the end of her own. She was overcome by the disturbing premonition that she would die while giving birth. Her foreboding was so palpable that she ordered a linen winding sheet to shroud her corpse.

			As an educated Protestant mother, Jocelin was expected to teach her child to live a spiritually devoted life. The thought that she might not live to fulfill this duty filled her with dread. So did the prospect of the pain her death would cause Tourell, and the distress her newborn would feel for want of their mother. But her faith convinced her that God would be pleased if she died doing his work. To make sure her guidance was imparted to her child even after her death, she decided, in private, to write a book of maternal lessons. Jocelin’s The Mothers Legacie, To her unborne Childe began with a letter asking her husband to convey her “little legacy” to their child. She described the qualities she hoped they would have and explained how she wished them to be raised. Their nurse should be honest, pious, and mild-tempered, and the child should never be exposed to “evil” or “scurrilous” speech. If they had a daughter, Jocelin wanted her to be brought up by her own mother and sisters to be a wise, learned, and virtuous woman. Such a woman, Jocelin wrote, was “like a well-ballanced ship that may beare all her saile.”

			On October 12, 1622, Jocelin gave birth to her daughter, Theodora. Nine days later, Jocelin died of childbed, or puerperal, fever. Her body was wrapped in the winding sheet she bought herself. Days later, Tourell found the pages of her Legacie hidden in her desk.

			Like Dhuoda’s advice to William, the maternal life-advice foremother, Jocelin’s Legacie was written in her own voice and lovingly addressed to her child. And like Dhuoda’s manual, her book was intended as a substitute for her physical presence. Jocelin was writing against her own loss, writing so her role in her child’s life wouldn’t be erased. “It may…appeare strange to…receive these lines from a Mother that died when thou wert borne,” she wrote, “but when thou seest men…store up treasures for their unborne babes, wonder not at mee that I am carefull for thee salvation.” In the months before Theodora’s birth, Jocelin kept her writing and unsettling feelings to herself. She hadn’t wanted to upset Tourell by confessing her premonition. She also worried how her decision to write Legacie—and as a woman, to write at all—would be perceived if it was made public. Despite her apprehensions, Jocelin was determined to complete the work through which she would care for Theodora’s soul in absentia. “I write not to the world, but to my own childe,” she proclaimed in her defense.

			In 1624, two years after her death, Legacie was published by the clergyman Thomas Goad. In his introductory “approbation,” Goad—who praised his own willingness to promote the thoughts of “the weaker sex”—explained that he decided to make Jocelin’s private book public because her lessons for her hoped-for child would greatly benefit other parents bound by “the common kindred of Christianity.”

			The Mothers Legacie was one of a handful of maternal conduct books, written by women, which were published in England during the seventeenth century. These books emerged from the genre of advice and courtesy literature that was hugely popular across Europe during the Renaissance. Covering social graces, virtuous behavior, domestic matters, and parental duties, authors—like those of today’s self-help and how-to manuals—offered guidance about how to live well for the benefit of the individual and, by extension, society. Bourgeois’s essay for Antoinette about the moral and ethical responsibilities of midwifery was written in the maternal conduct tradition. Books composed by mothers for their own children found captive audiences. Jocelin’s Legacie was reprinted seven times between 1624 and 1635. A similarly popular book was The Mothers Blessing, 270 pages of spiritual, domestic, and marital advice written by Essex-born Puritan gentlewoman and widow Dorothy Leigh for her three young sons, George, John, and William, in 1616. Like Jocelin and Dhuoda, Leigh had a sense of her impending mortality that compelled her to preserve her maternal guidance. “Nature telleth me,” she confessed, “that I cannot long bee here to speake unto you.” Leigh’s “cause” of writing was her “Motherly Affection”—her Blessing was addressed directly to her “beloved sonnes” from their “fearefull, faithfull, and carefull Mother.” But she hoped her insights would resonate with other mothers who shared her appreciation for the “great care, labor, travaile, and continuall study, which Parents take to inrich their children.” After finishing her book, Leigh died of her illness. But her ambitions for her book were realized—over the next six decades, twenty-three editions of The Mothers Blessing were published, making it the seventeenth-century’s bestselling book by a woman.

			Amid all their religious sentiments, The Mothers Legacie and The Mothers Blessing were poignant self-portraits of women for whom motherhood was a galvanic force for thought and feeling. Mothers held authority and influence, but usually only within the domestic sphere, under the governance of men. Leigh and Jocelin were devout, and their identities as mothers were shaped by their faiths. But the Protestant emphasis on contemplation, coupled with the era’s reverence for mothers as teachers, emboldened them to commit not only their maternal advice but also their consciousness, their subjectivity, to writing. By creating knowledge rooted in the physical and emotional experiences that ordinarily exempted women from the public sphere, their work was quietly revolutionary.

			Even though their faith encouraged them to focus less on the flesh and more on the spirit, they were not afraid to reflect on how it felt to live in their bodies. Leigh was moved to write Blessing because of her ailing health. Early in her book, she declared that women shouldn’t feel ashamed of their “infirmities.” Jocelin, writing during her uncertain pregnancy, was addressing the child who existed then as sensations only she could feel. She was writing to her own body.

			In 1622, Elizabeth Clinton, Countess of Lincoln, wrote and published a conduct pamphlet, The Countess of Lincoln’s Nurserie, glorifying maternal breastfeeding. Dedicated to her daughter-in-law, noblewoman Bridget Fiennes, Nurserie declared it the “expresse ordinance of God” that mothers nurse their own children. As the only aspect of physical maternity allotted to the Virgin Mary, breastfeeding, for a devout woman like Clinton, was a sacred calling. For many women of Clinton’s class and wealth, employing wet nurses was the custom and the fashion. But Protestant theology deemed breastfeeding not only to be a mother’s biological duty but also proof of her commitment to her faith. Aristocratic mothers who submitted to the “paine and trouble” of nursing were lauded, as they were in imperial Rome, for sacrificing their comfort, convenience, and even their health. For it was self-sacrifice, in the eyes of the church, that made mothers worthy of praise and deserving of love.

			Higher-class women were generally thought to be too constitutionally delicate to withstand the demands breastfeeding placed on their bodies and minds. And since breastfeeding could suppress fertility, wet nursing was often preferred by husbands, as it freed wives to return to the marital bed and increase their noble dynasties. Clinton, who was fifty-two when she wrote Nurserie, had given birth to eighteen children. Each one was cared for, as was customary for a woman of her privilege, by a wet nurse. For someone who had never breastfed, Clinton was an audacious mothers’ milk evangelist. She professed that she had dearly wanted to but was dissuaded by the “authority” and “ill counsel” of those around her. Writing her pamphlet, which implored younger mothers not to “sin” as she had, was her penance.

			After reading scripture about the “godly matrons” who nursed their own infants, Clinton concluded that breastfeeding was one of the “works” that “God worketh in the very nature of mothers.” Women’s breasts were furnished with milk as part of God’s “secret operation” to knit a “mother’s affection…by nature’s law to her tender babe.” Mothers who hired other women to do this work were disobedient, ungrateful, and unnatural. If a mother was neither very unwell nor a “lunatic,” there was no legitimate reason, Clinton insisted, for her not to breastfeed. But if she struggled, she was clearly a sinner, because God was punishing her by “bereaving” her of milk.

			In the seventeenth century, breastfeeding was regarded, by medical and religious authorities, as both the ultimate selfless expression of a mother’s love and the bodily process by which that love was created. In a treatise on nursing in his popular volume Child-Birth, or, The happy deliverie of women, published in English in 1612, French royal surgeon—and possible slanderer of Louise Bourgeois—Jacques Guillemeau stated that the act of suckling bound child and mother together in “natural affection.” Guillemeau, who implored all physically and mentally healthy women to never use wet nurses, pronounced that infants became inviolably bonded to their mothers as they suckled the same substance that had nourished them in the womb. For the social reformers and physicians who encouraged it, maternal breastfeeding would also guard against child abandonment and infanticide, because of the physical and emotional ties it forged between mothers and infants. Echoing the Roman philosopher Favorinus, Clinton maintained that aristocratic mothers who “thrust away [their] owne children” were accessories to a chain of “unlove,” since wet nurses had to “banish” their own babies to wet nurses, and so on, while they were busy “entertaining” a “richer womans childe.” While they were no doubt concerned about infants’ welfare, Protestant advocates for maternal breastfeeding were also enforcing their faith’s ideology of mothering as private domestic work, assigned exclusively by God and nature to biological mothers.

			Nurserie was full of damning slights about well-to-do mothers who couldn’t or wouldn’t breastfeed. Clinton informed her readership that it was “unchristian and uncomely” to refuse on account of pride, idleness, vanity, husbands’ protests, matrimonial lust, and the “liberty to gadd from home.” For those women who weren’t at liberty to “gadd about,” breastfeeding disrupted their ability to earn a living outside the home, which meant forgoing community and connection as well as income. But proselytizers like the English puritan clergyman William Gouge insisted that none of a mother’s tasks was “more acceptable to God than the nursing of her childe.” In Of Domesticall Duties, his popular and hefty family conduct book published the same year as Nurserie, Gouge described breastfeeding as “the most proper worke” of a mother’s “speciall calling.” All other “outward business” that occupied her “must give place to this.”

			According to the agenda pushed by writers like Gouge and Clinton, women were morally obligated to dedicate their bodies, unequivocally, to the work of mothering. This agenda has contributed to the persistent and often damaging ideological connection between breastfeeding and maternal virtue. But like many birth parents who experience feelings of shame and failure if they are unable to breastfeed, find it challenging, or choose not to, Clinton was wracked with guilt at her “neglect of this part of love.” “Undutifullness” pricked her heart. Over the years, she’d tried to make amends by showing “double love” to her children. “[They] should have hung on my breasts, &…beene nourished in mine owne bosome,” she lamented.

			Since antiquity, a woman’s milk was believed to be the channel through which her traits and qualities were transmitted to her nursling. Wet nurses employed by the upper classes were subject, as they had been for centuries, to a litany of regulations about what they could eat, drink, and do—which didn’t include having sex, drinking wine, or being a glutton—and how they should think and feel. Along with having “two Paps of a reasonable bigness,” symmetrical features, a ruddy complexion, and a robust body that smelled good, ideal seventeenth-century wet nurses were expected to keep their minds calm lest anger, sadness, and fretfulness “trouble” their milk. Louise Bourgeois was convinced that an infant she was wet nursing at the time she was being examined for her midwifery license perished because of the stress of Madame Dupuis’s viciousness. The notion that a woman’s emotional state could injure her nursling caused all manner of anxieties and suspicions. For centuries, wet nurses had been disparaged even as they were held to punishingly high standards. Discriminatory beliefs, stoked by social and economic prejudices, meant wet nurses continued to be cast as deceitful, careless, and cruel. Clinton warned her readers not to “Trust…other women, whom wages hires to do it, better than yourselves…” Biological mothers were tied to their infants by God, nature, and love—but wet nurses, she curtly inferred, were tied by nothing but money.

			Clinton’s criticism of wet nursing was likely a projection of her guilt at not having nursed. It was also a reflection of her grief. Five of her daughters and four of her sons survived infancy—half the children she bore didn’t live. In Nurserie, she expressed her fear that her children died because of some fault of their nurses. Clinton’s blame was likely misplaced. Infants and children in seventeenth-century England were exceptionally vulnerable to illness and disease. Around a third didn’t live to see their fifth birthday, and most of those didn’t make it through their first year of life. But Clinton’s remorse convinced her that her little ones were lost because of her dereliction of this “sacred” motherly duty.

			One of Clinton’s eldest surviving sons, Theophilus, succeeded his father as Earl of Lincoln. Theophilus was a devout Puritan who employed as his steward a fellow Puritan named Thomas Dudley. In 1612, Dudley’s wife, Dorothy, gave birth at home in Northampton to their daughter, Anne. Throughout her childhood, Anne was educated by her father, who encouraged her to read widely and study languages, history, medical theory, ancient philosophy, and literature. When she was sixteen, Anne married Dudley’s assistant, Cambridge scholar Simon Bradstreet. That same year, Dudley cofounded the Massachusetts Bay Company, which was planning to settle a colony in the region of North America named by colonizers as New England. Simon joined the company two years later. Amid the religious and political turmoil that ensued from their opposition to the Church of England under the rule of King Charles I, groups of Puritans looked to escape England and build a reformed and unified Christian society. The land upon which the Massachusetts Bay colonists sought renewed lives, and religious freedoms, had been home for over ten thousand years to Algonquian-speaking Indigenous people.

			In April 1630, eighteen-year-old Anne joined her husband and parents on board the Arbella, the flagship of the fleet named for colony governor John Winthrop, to make the three-month voyage across the Atlantic. On July 2, the Arbella docked at Salem, Massachusetts. Anne hadn’t wanted to leave her comfortable life in England, but she had no choice. She was the wife of a prominent colony official. It was her duty to serve her husband, her burgeoning society, and God by carrying, bearing, and raising children.

			Puritans believed that abundant fertility and healthy pregnancies were blessings bestowed through religious devotion. During her first years in the colony, Anne struggled to become pregnant, which caused her “great grief” and “cost [her] many prayers and tears.” As a child, she suffered recurring bouts of debilitating illness, and just before she was married, she contracted smallpox. Two years after arriving in Salem, Anne and Simon took up residence in Newtown, in present-day Harvard Square, where she “fell into a lingering sickness like a consumption.” After being seriously unwell, coping with the hardships of colony life, and moving house several times, Anne understandably didn’t become pregnant straightaway. But the tenets of Puritanism made her believe her “childlessness,” like her illness, was a trial to strengthen her faltering faith. In 1633, Anne’s first child, Samuel, was born. Over the next nineteen years, she gave birth to four daughters and three more sons. Anne believed her prayers for motherhood were finally answered when she accepted that the colonist project—as well as her part in it—was “the way of God.”

			Anne’s feelings about her maternal body were shaped not only by her Puritan beliefs, but also by medical and theological assumptions about women’s physical nature and social roles that colonists transported from the old world to the new. In this predictably patriarchal society, women were considered inferior on account of their physiological deficiencies and propensity for moral deviance. Their susceptibility to illness and disease was associated, as it had been since antiquity, with the vagaries of their reproductive organs. The era’s popular medical tomes claimed the womb was in “sympathy” with virtually all other parts of a woman’s body. The womb—or, as it was called in the early modern period, the “mother”—was believed to radiate its grievances to the brain, with which it shared a “very great consent.” The early modern cure for women’s emotional distress, as it had been for centuries, was pregnancy. When the “mother” organ was doing the work of mothering, a woman’s mind, like her body, could be stable and healthy. The prevailing belief that women were so controlled by their wombs that the organ’s “dissatisfaction” could alter their mental states no doubt led Anne to wonder how her thoughts were hindering her fertility. Medical theory, which Anne was familiar with, offered a “scientific” rationale for the beliefs about women’s reproductive health being touted by Puritan preachers. If a woman’s conviction in God faltered in her heart and mind, her womb, she was told, would be empty.

			Becoming a mother validated Anne’s position in her society. But according to that society’s religious dogma, the biological realities of childbearing were steeped in sin and shame. Puritan women weren’t meant to dwell on their disgraceful reproductive and birthing bodies. Anne was certainly devout, but her experiences of pregnancy, birth, and mothering were not defined by punitive theology or misogynistic medicine. To express her thoughts and feelings—as a woman negotiating her orthodox beliefs, her social position, and the realities of existing in her body—she turned to writing.

			In 1635, when the Bradstreets were settled in the town of Ipswich, about thirty miles from Boston, Anne began writing poetry about philosophy, physiology, natural science, and history. While composing these epic journeys through the “four ages of man,” the elements of the human body and the earth, and ancient monarchies, Anne was running her home, going through pregnancies, giving birth, and caring for her children. In 1647, her brother-in-law, Reverend John Woodbridge, took a manuscript of poems she had written over a ten-year period back to England. Three years later, Anne’s book, The Tenth Muse, Lately Sprung Up in America, was published to critical acclaim. In his editor’s note, Woodbridge introduced Tenth Muse as “the work of a woman, honored and esteemed…for her gracious demeanor…her pious conversation…her exact diligence in her place, and discreet managing of her family occasions.” Her poems were “the fruit of but some hours curtailed from her sleep and other refreshments.” Woodbridge claimed he published Anne’s manuscript without her prior knowledge. She had no hand in his depiction of her as an honorable wife and mother who stole moments to write from herself, but never from her faith, husband, or children. Woodbridge’s intentions aside, Anne, then a mother of seven children, became colonial New England’s first published poet and one of England’s earliest published female poets.

			Woodbridge lauded Anne’s poetry as an example of the “excellency of the inferior sex.” In fact, he thought it so good he was sure the “kind reader” would ask whether it was possible they were reading the words of a woman? Writing and publishing poetry—especially on such “masculine” topics as history and philosophy—was not something decent Puritan wives were meant to entertain. Their irrational minds were assumed to be fit only for their God-granted tasks—serving their husbands and the colony as helpmeets and mothers. Anne was committed to the colonial mission. But she refused to deny her desire to think and create beyond the limitations her society imposed on her as a woman. The poems in Tenth Muse were not about her personal life. But while she was writing them, she was bearing the pains and pleasures of pregnancy and mothering, the exhaustions and agonies of ill-health. She was writing through her bodied experiences of being a mother and being unwell at a time when scarcely any women were able to write, let alone publish, reflections on their intimate lives. “My mother’s breeding sickness, I will spare / Her nine months’ weary burden not declare,” she wrote in the section on “childhood” in her poem “Of the Four Ages of Man.” “To shew her bearing pangs, I should do wrong / To tell that pain, which can’t be told by tongue.”

			Anne’s published poems contained allusions to birthing and bearing, but none were explicitly about her mothering life. She kept these thoughts to herself, in poems she hadn’t wanted to come to light, which were discovered among her private papers and published after her death in 1672. “Great was my pain when I you bred / Great was my care when I you fed,” she wrote in 1659, in a verse imagining her eight children as nest-hatched birds who flew off, one by one, from under her protective wing. In the 1660s, she composed elegies for two of her granddaughters, who died of illnesses aged only a year and a half and “three years and seven months,” and for her grandson, who had “fallen asleep” being “but a month and one day old.” In “Before the Birth of One of Her Children,” written while she was pregnant, Anne confessed her fear of dying while giving birth. She asked her husband to “Look to my little babes, my dear remains” if she loses her life, and “protect them from step Dames injury”—meaning he must choose a new wife who would be a kind stepmother.

			Bradstreet’s poetry contains some of the only surviving insights into an early colonial woman’s feelings about her life, her body, and her motherhood. Her work traversed the emotional landscape of birthing and mothering at a time when the ideals of motherhood were being redefined, yet again, according to patriarchal expectations. But Bradstreet is not an uncomplicated figure to celebrate. She was among the most privileged women in the Massachusetts colony—her husband served as councilor and commissioner. And she was embedded in the Puritan colonial mission, which was forged on the labor and exploitation of indentured and enslaved people, including Indigenous people whose land the English stole and occupied, and people sold to slave traders by plantation owners in the Caribbean and transported by ship to New England from 1638. The Bradstreets owned servants and slaves. In his will of 1689, Simon bequeathed an enslaved woman named Hannah and her daughter Billah to his second wife. It’s not known how Anne felt about enslavement. She didn’t write about the people who labored in her home.

			Being a mother in the early modern period meant living with so much grief. Anne mourned the untimely deaths of her grandchildren and her early fertility struggles. Her eight sons and daughters survived into adulthood, and as far as her writing suggests, she didn’t go through the trauma of pregnancy loss or stillbirth. But as all mothers of her era whose lives were defined by bearing and nurturing knew, the possibility of loss was always close. When early modern mothers did lose their pregnancies and their infants, they were taught that the blame lay with them.

			According to seventeenth-century theologians, women’s “success” in childbearing was determined by their religious virtue. “[Repent] of the miscarriages of your lives, if you would be provided against the danger of a miscarrying womb,” warned the English preacher John Oliver in A Present for Teeming Women (1663), a collection of meditations on pregnancy and birth. Lady Mary Carey, an English Puritan contemplative writer, internalized this victim-blaming dogma when she suffered a miscarriage on the last day of 1657. To process the shock of seeing the “little Embryo, void of Life, & Feature,” Carey wrote what would be her final poem, “Upon the Sight of my Abortive birth.” “Abortive” also meant spontaneously miscarried. Carey had already buried five of her children when she lost her pregnancy. But her religion persuaded her that these losses were caused by her spiritual failings. Her “dead Heart in everything,” she believed, had made God punish her with “dead fruit.” She hoped her dormant faith would flourish again, like a sapling into a tree. “Let not my heart (as doth my Womb) miscarry,” she wrote. “The quick’ning Spirit unto me convey.”

			Protestant authors like Oliver and Gouge upheld the medical belief that women must strictly control their bodies and minds during their pregnancies. The “meat, drink, desires and delights of the mother,” Oliver announced, influence “the future disposition of the child.” All women “with child,” as a matter of life and death, must avoid excessive food and wine, long journeys, hard physical work, anxiety, sorrow, and all rousing emotions. Gouge also forbade dancing, running, riding horses, getting angry, grieving, and being too bashful. Any woman who lost her pregnancy or her own life after indulging in such “follies” was, Oliver grimly intoned, a murderer. “Now judge how much guilt and danger lies upon wanton women,” he wrote.

			The myths ingrained centuries ago, when the continuation of a pregnancy was believed to be relative to a woman’s moral and religious virtue, continue to resonate today, when people affected by such losses unduly blame themselves. A report published in 2015 on the findings of a US national survey on “Public Perceptions of Miscarriage” showed that 47 percent of people surveyed who had lost a pregnancy felt guilty, while 41 percent felt they had done something wrong. Many respondents believed miscarriage was caused by lifestyle and emotional factors including lifting heavy objects, using contraceptives, having a sexually transmitted disease in the past, and stress. The study also revealed that the percentage of people who felt they had done something wrong decreased by 19 percent when their healthcare providers could explain the possible causes of their loss. But today, despite campaigning efforts to improve access to care following pregnancy loss, under the NHS in the UK, people are usually only referred for further investigations—including ultrasound scans, blood tests, and genetic and genomic testing—after losing three or more pregnancies. If people feel supported and informed, they are less likely to endure the isolation and uncertainty that can lead to feelings of guilt, blame, and shame.

			Throughout the first half of the seventeenth century, writers like Jocelin, Bradstreet, and Carey navigated the tensions between their physical and emotional experiences of mothering and the tenets of their faiths. Like most women, they experienced all the uncertainty, hope, delight, and grief knitted into the fabric of a mothering life. But unlike most women, they had the opportunity to express these emotions in poems, legacies, and conduct books. The insights they gave into the experiences of early modern mothers are moving and valuable. But those experiences were shaped by the privileges they were afforded as educated, married, devout white mothers in the Anglo-American world. When disenfranchised women were given the opportunity to speak up, it was often because they were being disciplined and punished for breaching society’s ideals of motherhood. As the eighteenth century approached, in England and its colonies, marginalized mothering became a “monstrosity” that church and state were determined to eliminate. But in the face of the harshest discriminations and injustices, marginal mothers did what they could to resist and survive.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				Want of Care

			
			In 1679, on an autumn evening in London, Joan Blackwell was about to give birth. Months earlier, a man made her a promise of marriage. When she told him she was expecting his child, he abandoned her. She found shelter in a lodging house on Thames Street, and at first, she managed to hide her growing belly. But soon the landlady noticed she was pregnant. Blackwell confessed everything and thought she could trust her. But when the landlady found Blackwell in labor, she feared the trouble she might get in for harboring an unwed mother and “cruelly turned her out of doors.” Taking Blackwell by the arm, she hurried her into the next parish, which, she said, would provide for her and her child. Then she fled and “left her in pains.” Blackwell gave birth on her own, in the street. Hours later, she was found barely conscious by the watchman on nighttime patrol, who called for the parish midwife. Blackwell’s son, fully born and with the umbilical cord still attached, was dead. When Blackwell revived, the midwife asked if her baby had been stillborn. She said no. She was sure she heard him cry.

			On October 15, 1679, Blackwell was tried at the Old Bailey for “killing her bastard child.” She denied doing anything to end his life, and the midwife testified that there were no signs of violence on his tiny body. The trial proceedings, which described Blackwell as a “poor young Wench,” didn’t speculate about how or when the baby died. But he was delivered outside in the cold, by a frightened woman with no one to help her. The nightwatchman said she looked half dead when he found her. Her circumstances didn’t matter. Blackwell was unmarried and had conceived an “illegitimate” child who died shortly after it was born. No one had witnessed its death or birth. Under English law, enshrined by an act passed in 1624 by King James I to ‘‘Prevent the Destroying and Murthering of Bastard Children,” this meant Blackwell was presumed, unless proven innocent, to be a murderer. This act stipulated that any “lewd” woman—meaning unmarried—whose newborn died shortly after its birth was guilty of its murder unless a witness, usually a midwife, could confirm the infant was stillborn. Any attempt to hide her pregnancy, give birth surreptitiously, or “secretly bury or conceal” her deceased infant “to avoid…Shame, and escape Punishment” was evidence of guilt. The sentence was death, by hanging.

			The 1624 act was passed, ostensibly, to prevent the “great mischief” of infant “murder,” which had surged across London and the surrounding counties since the mid- to late sixteenth century. Lawmakers blamed the immorality of the “poor,” whose numbers had grown as the population of England boomed. But the surge, in fact, was a tragic consequence of harsh legislation around “bastardy” introduced during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. This legislation was part of the statutes of Elizabethan Poor Law, which were passed to curtail the social disorder and deviancy that was unfairly blamed on impoverished people. The production of illegitimate children through the sin of fornication was exactly the kind of deviancy lawmakers were determined to eradicate. Unmarried mothers were placed under intense pressure to disclose their children’s paternity—at the cost of their privacy, dignity, and safety. Parish authorities had pursued putative fathers since the late fifteenth century, when the errant John Pynnes was ordered to maintain Agnes Redwell and her child. But from the mid- to late sixteenth century, justices of the peace were permitted to force single mothers to name the man responsible so he could be summoned to a “bastardy hearing.” If his paternity was confirmed, he was made to pay bonds to the parish to maintain his child. But if a woman wouldn’t or couldn’t name names, or the father absconded, she had to rely on the mercies of poor relief, which was funded by parishioners’ taxes. Unmarried parents were often branded as undeserving frauds who were stealing from the deserving poor, and both mothers and fathers who relied on the parish to maintain their “illegitimate” children could be whipped, fined, or sentenced to hard labor in the House of Correction. The odds of being violently punished and incarcerated were, however, stacked against mothers. Having borne the blame for men’s sexual crimes since antiquity, women unduly bore the brunt of pain and humiliation. While fathers’ penalties were usually merely financial, many single mothers had to live, work, and care for their children under the shadow of stigma and scorn. Considering these flagrant double standards, it is understandable why some women resorted to desperate measures.

			In the seventeenth century, the mothers of newborns who were found dead were overwhelmingly young single women—like Joan Blackwell—who were socially and economically disenfranchised. Blackwell, deserted by the father of her child, was destitute. She could barely look after herself, let alone a baby. If she had gone to the parish for help when she was pregnant, she might never have escaped her shame. She would also have had to reveal the father’s identity and hope he could be found and made to take responsibility. When an unmarried woman was attended by a church-licensed parish midwife, she was ordered, while in the grips of labor, to speak the name of the man who got her pregnant. If she refused, the midwife could withhold care until she confessed. It was believed that a birthing woman, facing the possibility of death, would speak the truth to absolve herself of “sin.” For victims of sexual violence and those who needed to keep the father’s identity secret, being interrogated while so vulnerable was terrifying. As a condition of their licenses, midwives were obliged to guard their patients’ modesty and privacy. They swore not to reveal details about their patients’ bodies, especially not in the presence of men, unless the life of a woman or her infant depended on it. But if they wanted to keep those licenses, they could no longer be the keepers of all women’s secrets. Like France’s sage-femmes, England’s licensed midwives were bound to protect and police the strict standards around sexual behavior and childbearing enforced by society and the church. And the task of revealing to parish officers who an illicit father was fell to them.

			Even if a father was hauled before the judge, there was every likelihood he would deny paternity. Some men trying to dodge the strife of a “bastardy order” threatened, blackmailed, and bribed women they had impregnated to keep them quiet. Bastardy cases were decided after testimonies were heard about the relationship and the events leading up to the conception. Any man—particularly if he was powerful, wealthy, or seemingly upstanding—had no problem contesting the words of a “lewd” woman whose sexual transgression already marked her as deceitful. Women were reprimanded more frequently and severely because they, not men, bore the physical burden of proof. Their leaking, bleeding, swelling bodies always betrayed them. If an infant’s dead body was discovered and the woman presumed responsible denied maternity, she had to submit to an intrusive examination. In addition to extracting paternity confessions, midwives, with their privileged access to women’s bodies, were tasked with extracting evidence of pregnancy.

			It’s impossible to know how many instances of infant “murder” were intentional. The stories of women indicted under the 1624 Act, partially presented in proceedings of their trials, reveal very little about who they were, what they had been through, and how they felt. Many presumed murders were stillbirths—but many more were the consequence of the “bastardy” legislations, which left women with no choice but to conceal their pregnancies and give birth alone. But while some infant deaths were no accident, women who “made-away” their newborns often did so out of fear, or because the alternative—raising an illegitimate child in an unjust society—seemed hardly a life at all. Rather than providing adequate economic and social support, and birth care that wasn’t contingent on coercion, lawmakers attempted to tackle the issue of infant death by isolating and criminalizing already vulnerable women. By making it virtually impossible for women who didn’t or couldn’t conform to patriarchal reproductive ideals to mother safely—if at all—bastardy laws were transparent attempts to limit childbearing to the confines of marriage. These laws were also founded on the enduring assumption that mothers and children should be the private responsibility of the male-ruled family, not the public responsibility of the community and the state. And they entrenched the pernicious belief that only women who are dependent on and subordinate to men make worthy mothers.

			The lurid trope of the “murderous” mother was lodged in the public imagination by the time the 1624 Act was passed. Since the Reformation pamphlet boom, women found guilty of murdering their infants, like Martha Scambler, had been demonized in popular culture as evil aberrations of “natural” motherhood. Many indicted women were domestic servants. The fear of losing their jobs or the repercussions of identifying a “father” who was a member of the household or even their master pressured them to keep their pregnancies secret and endure unsafe, solitary births. But pamphlets sensationally propagated the myth that all “guilty” women were lust-crazed creatures who wickedly defied the laws of God and nature.

			In 1634, a ballad titled No naturall Mother, but a Monster was widely circulated on a broadside, a single sheet of news, illustrations, verses, and songs, which became the seventeenth century’s most popular form of print media. Told from the perspective of a well-brought-up maid who made the mistake of indulging her lascivious impulses, No naturall Mother was a tragic story of illegitimate pregnancy, concealed birth, and murder. Having found herself “with child,” she hid her “disgrace” and delivered in the yard at the house where she worked with “no woman…neere to assist.” She smothered her newborn and hid its body in some straw. When her mistress asked why her “Belly that was high / is fallen suddenly,” she confessed her “barbarous wickednesse / that fouly did transgresse / thus against nature.” The infant’s body was uncovered, and she was condemned to the gallows at Tyburn.

			No naturall Mother was based on the real case of a woman from West London who was hanged in 1633. It ended by imploring other unwed women not to pile the evil of murder upon the sin of fornication. Any “Sweet Maiden” who got pregnant through “lawless sporting” should speak up, grieve her offense, and not allow her shame to “win [her] the name of cruell Mother.” Needless to say, the ballad offered no practical advice for single mothers other than “do penance.” The 1624 Act was passed to weed out the “bastardy” that burdened the parish purse and disrupted the patrilineal order. But it also meant to put the fear of God and the gallows into women who dared to “lawlessly sport”—and to prevent such women becoming mothers at all.

			As a law predicated on enforcing women’s religious obedience, controlling their bodies and sexualities, and molding the reproductive organization of society, the 1624 Act was particularly appealing to Puritan colonists across the Atlantic. In spring 1691, in Essex County, Massachusetts, Elizabeth Emerson was suspected of murdering her newborn twins. Emerson, who was twenty-six and living with her parents, had never been married. Five years earlier, she became pregnant for the first time after she was raped by her neighbor, Timothy Swann. She gave birth to a daughter and named her Dorothie. After being tried for fornication at Essex County Court, she was fined. Swann, whose father swore his son had nothing to do with Emerson, walked free. Puritans viewed women, whose inherent weakness impelled them toward unholy temptations, as vessels for sin. Being married and subordinate to husbands, bearing children to further the Puritan project, and doing God-assigned domestic work “saved” them from the corrupting force of their basic nature. Not only had Emerson committed a grievous sin by having sex outside the bonds of marriage, but she had also threatened the harmony and order of her entire society.

			When Emerson became pregnant for the second time, she knew what penalties awaited her, so she kept her condition secret. But when her belly became impossible to conceal, rumors began to fly. On May 10, 1690, a local magistrate sent two men and four women to Emerson’s home with a warrant to “examine” and “search her.” They asked Emerson if she was “with child” or had recently given birth. She said no. But when the women examined her, it was evident she was “newly delivered.” One of the men went to the backyard and found, buried in a shallow grave and sewn up in a burial bag, the bodies of “two young babes.”

			Emerson admitted that she gave birth, alone in her “truckle bed” in the room she shared with her parents, two days earlier. She swore no one knew—she hadn’t called for help or cried out in pain—and her twins, she promised, were stillborn. The magistrate called an inquest, and a jury of twelve, including the people who questioned Emerson at her home, claimed the twins had been born alive at full term. Emerson was sent to prison in Boston, and after four months of investigations, she was indicted for “fornication and bastardy” and for murdering two “bastard” infants and concealing their deaths. She admitted having had a sexual relationship with an older married man named Samuel Ladd, whom, she said, was the twins’ father. She confessed to delivering the twins in secret and burying their bodies. But she vehemently denied murder. At her trial on September 26, 1691, Emerson was found guilty on all charges. The speech she made in her defense was not recorded. She appealed to the Great and General Court of Massachusetts, but after a long wait in prison for a decision, her petition was rejected. She was sentenced to death.

			Emerson was hanged on June 8, 1693, on Boston Common. Grace, a young Black woman who was in prison with Emerson after also being found guilty of her infant’s murder, hanged alongside her. There are no details in the surviving records about Grace’s case, no narratives of her trial or account of her situation. She was mentioned once, in parentheses, as Emerson’s “Black Fellow-Sufferer” in the execution sermon preached by the minister Cotton Mather. Mather included a massaged version of a confession Emerson reportedly gave in prison as her “Dying Speech.” Grace wasn’t even afforded the dignity of being referred to by her name.

			Cotton Mather used the word “unclean” at least sixty-five times in his sermon to describe Emerson and Grace. Emerson was presumed guilty because she buried the bodies, but she was also seen as a dangerous liability because of her sexual proclivities. Putting aside her hopefully consensual relationship with Ladd, she had been through so much. Her daughter Dorothie, born after a rape that was neither believed nor punished, died in infancy. She birthed her twins alone, with no support. But mitigating circumstances were irrelevant in a society so terrified of the polluting potential of female sexuality. What yoked the uses of the 1624 Act in England and in its colony was a resolve to make women afraid and ashamed of their bodies, and to ensure they used those bodies only to serve religious society’s reproductive demands and maternal ideals.

			When Black women were accused of causing their infants’ deaths—especially those, like Grace, who were enslaved or indentured—they were presumed guilty and punished more often and more swiftly than white women. In 1712, Bettee, a young woman enslaved as a domestic servant by Isaac Winslow, a military officer and member of a leading family of Puritan colonists, was accused of infant murder. She was tried, convicted, sentenced, and executed on the same day. There was no evidence that Bettee committed any crime, and she was not permitted to defend herself. She was hanged on nothing more than the assumption that she “buried or disposed of the said child.” The body of “said child” was never found. Bettee was presumed guilty because of the dehumanizing belief that her racialized identity made her inherently “savage.” She was also owned by a powerful colonist, and not granted her own identity. She lost her life for allegedly “disposing” of a child who was Winslow’s property and for daring to exercise some autonomy over her own body.

			

			• • •

			Back at London’s Old Bailey, on October 15, 1679, Joan Blackwell was found guilty of murder. The verdict wasn’t reached because there was any evidence of wrongdoing, but because her illegitimate infant perished after she “delivered alone without calling help.” The punishment, she was reminded, was death. But on the day of her execution, Blackwell was spared the noose. Her trial proceedings noted that most people in the courtroom felt compassion for her. The Ordinary—the Newgate chaplain who wrote accounts of prisoners’ crimes, confessions, and executions—reported that the “poor Creature” was reprieved because she had been convicted “only upon the severity of the statute.”

			From the end of the seventeenth century, jurors in England, many of whom recognized how severe the statute was, became more sympathetic toward accused women, and murder convictions began to decline. Some walked free after it was confirmed that they were indeed married, and their infant was “no bastard.” Others had their convictions overturned after it was revealed that they were pregnant. Since the fourteenth century, English law decreed that a convicted woman handed a sentence of death could “plead the belly.” If an appointed jury of honest and respected “Matrons” proved she was pregnant, she was given a stay of execution or a lesser sentence. In September 1696, Margaret Price “pled the belly” after being found guilty of murdering her “Female Bastard Child.” Her execution was respited after a midwife found her “to be with quick Child.” Other women were found not guilty after midwives testified that their infant was premature and had “miscarried,” or that some “accident” had happened during the birth. Jurors did appreciate the dangers unassisted births could entail, and from the early eighteenth century, they tended to show leniency to women who pleaded “want of care.” When a woman claimed she tried to summon help but had passed out from pain or hadn’t been heard, or no one came to her aid, she was usually acquitted. In 1723, an unnamed midwife backed up Rebecca Prince’s defense that she had delivered her baby while she was unconscious. After falling over and convulsing, Rebecca passed out. When she awoke, she was shocked to find that she had given birth and her baby was dead. Panicked, she threw its body into a vault. After the midwife explained that Prince was a “sickly, weak creature” whose delivery was hastened by her fall, she was acquitted.

			When an accused woman was able to show that she had made some provisions for her baby after it was born, the jury could see she hadn’t intended to end its life, and there was hope of reprieve. Hestor George, who stood trial for her infant’s murder in 1726, was eventually released after she showed the jury her “childbed linens.” While they were pregnant, women were expected to gather the garments, bedding, cloths, and clothing they would need during and after the birth. These “childbed linens” were bought, either new or secondhand, received as gifts, inherited from relatives, or passed on by friends. Wealthier women filled trunks with fine newborn ensembles, satin gowns and linen shifts for their confinement, warm wool blankets, and the softest quilts. But those less privileged had to beg or borrow clothes, save cloths for swaddling, and keep rags to use as nappies. When her trial began, George swore she never “had a Husband” and denied ever being pregnant. A midwife named Elizabeth Powell, who was appointed by the jury to uncover the truth, forcibly examined George’s breasts and “made her draw her Milk,” which she carried in her cupped hands to show the jurors. George then admitted that she was married, but her husband, she said, was away at sea. Witnesses who lodged with her vouched for her good character. But her acquittal came after she presented some tiny baby clothes that she had sewed herself. In 1734, Elizabeth Turner, servant to a pastry cook in Clerkenwell, was found not guilty of murdering her “Male Bastard Infant” when it was revealed she, too, had collected some “Babby Things.” When Turner was sent to Newgate, the prison next to the Old Bailey where people awaited trial and sentencing, inmates stole her coat for “garnish”—money or goods extorted from new prisoners. They discovered a little cap known as a “biggin,” a shirt, a “forehead cloth” to protect the baby’s fontanelle, and a cotton binding garment called a stay all “sew’d up” in the coat’s lining.

			In the early eighteenth century, jurors were also recognizing that mental and emotional distress could compel women to end their infants’ lives. In 1714, Mary Tate was indicted for murdering her “Male Bastard Child” after she was found in “a languishing condition” by parish officers of St. Martin-in-the-Fields, London. Tate told the officers she had delivered her infant, wrapped it in straw, and abandoned it by a pond. At her trial, she “talk’d very ramblingly,” and witnesses explained that “she had been look’d upon as a person not well in her senses for some years.” Tate was delivered a verdict of non compos mentis, the legal phrase meaning “of unsound mind.” She escaped a murder conviction and the death penalty, because jurors acknowledged that her mental state left her incapable of taking responsibility for her actions. But until the 1624 law was overturned, and medical—and societal—understandings of postpartum mental ill-health increased, other such vulnerable women were still at risk of being accused and convicted of murder.

			It wasn’t until the early nineteenth century, with the passing of the first Offences Against the Person Act, that women accused of causing their newborns’ deaths were no longer presumed guilty until proven innocent. Around the mid-1800s, infanticide rates in England were higher than ever, and debates about the treatment and punishment of accused women raged. To deliver a guilty verdict, the prosecution now had to prove that an infant had a “separate existence from its mother’s body” when the murder took place. To provide this proof, doctors were called to prepare forensic reports about deceased infants, and they also testified to the mental states and maternal characters of accused women.

			Puerperal insanity, which became a prominent diagnosis while infanticide was surging, explained how a woman—assumed to be naturally endowed with the instinct to protect her children—could be compelled to commit such an act. Since the disorder was first named in 1820, it was more widely accepted that women who so drastically defied their basic nature had been “deranged,” “deluded,” or “frenzied” by the impact of pregnancy, childbirth, or breastfeeding on their bodies and nerves. Women who were once decried as unnatural “monsters” and immoral deviants were, since puerperal insanity was named and documented, increasingly seen as victims of a “mania” or “melancholy” that had temporarily wrecked their innate maternal affection. Nineteenth-century physicians and alienists, of course, blamed women’s susceptibility to postpartum distress on the assumed physiological and neurological weaknesses of the female sex. But they did recognize that the social, economic, and personal upheavals of becoming a mother could be ruinous to women’s mental health. The burdens, for underprivileged mothers, of poverty, multiple children, and domestic discord were also acknowledged triggers for the disorder, as were physical depletions like lack of sleep, malnutrition, exhaustion, and anemia.

			For medical men positioning themselves as experts of the recently defined puerperal insanity, infanticide trials were a chance to demonstrate their knowledge and build their reputations. And for many accused women who were unwell, traumatized, and desperate, doctors’ keen interest in postpartum distress meant they were treated not as criminals, but as sufferers of mental illnesses.

			In 1861, the revised Offences Against the Person Act provided a verdict of “concealment of birth” as an alternative to murder. Although women who pleaded insanity were often returned this verdict—and its lesser sentences—it wasn’t until 1922 that a defense for women suffering with post- and peripartum mental illnesses was enshrined in law. After pressure from feminist political and social activists, the Infanticide Act of England and Wales, which was expanded in 1938, removed the murder conviction from a woman who caused the death of her infant within the first year of life, providing she could prove that “the balance of her mind was disturbed” by giving birth or breastfeeding. Under this legislation, which is still in place today, defendants can enter a plea of infanticide, which carries sentences in line with manslaughter. Often, women receive orders to be detained in mental health facilities rather than custodial sentences.

			Infanticide is an emotive, contentious, and complex issue. Women who end their babies’ lives are often judged as “failed” mothers who unquestionably deserve punishment. But as Dr. Emma Milne, feminist socio-legal scholar, has shown through her research into the treatment of pregnant and birthing women within the UK criminal justice system, almost all women who conceal pregnancies and harm their newborns are “incredibly vulnerable.” Many have been subjected to abuse and violence and have lived in poverty. Becoming pregnant under such circumstances, and often without the care, resources, and support they need, can incite a crisis that leads them to hide or deny their pregnancies and give birth alone. The shock of this experience, Milne explains, can induce a dissociative state in which a person is not conscious of their actions. While a tiny number of birthing people intentionally harm their infants, pregnancy crisis, as the underlying cause of maternal filicide, is the norm, not the exception.

			The Infanticide Act 1922/1938 has been criticized for reinforcing negative perceptions of women’s tendency, on account of their reproductive biology, to lose control of themselves. By framing the female susceptibility to “madness” as the inciting cause of infanticide, the act also apportioned blame away from the social and economic disparities that left women with no other choice. But it formalized into law something that juries, since the early eighteenth century, had understood: The contexts surrounding indicted women’s pregnancies were often so harrowing that they could not be held responsible for their actions. For Milne, the Act of 1922/1938 was predicated upon the principle that such women—who were the victims of male entitlement and punitive moral and religious codes—should be treated compassionately.

			While the infanticide plea and verdict has usually prevented women from being imprisoned, recent high-profile cases show that women are increasingly being sentenced for murder and child cruelty despite their evident mental ill-health and the traumatic circumstances of their pregnancies and their lives. Until legal and cultural judgments of “good” motherhood and maternal “fitness” are redressed, and emotional support and material resources are available for all isolated, unwell, and socially and economically challenged pregnant and birthing people, those who act out of desperation are at a greater risk of being vilified and punished. But with researchers like Milne bringing to light the underlying systemic inequalities that lead to maternal filicide, there is hope that accused women will be given more legal protection in the future and offered the care and understanding they deserve.

			

			• • •

			In late seventeenth-century London, Elizabeth Cellier, a renowned midwife and social activist, also understood that the infanticide crisis would not be solved by punitive laws but by supporting the city’s most vulnerable pregnant and birthing women. For it wasn’t only the lives of newborns that were being lost, Cellier pointed out, for “Want of due Skill and Care.” At that time in London, one in every forty birthing women died. After studying the Bills of Mortality, the weekly list of deaths in London’s 130 parishes, Cellier estimated that at least six thousand women had perished “in Child-bed” over the twenty years since the Great Plague of 1665–1666. At least two-thirds would have survived, Cellier was certain, if they had been attended by a skillful midwife.

			In 1687, Cellier wrote to King James II to ask if he would grant her “authority” to open a “Royal Hospital” so all women could give birth safely, with the help of expert midwives. In addition to the hospital, Cellier planned to open smaller matron-run maternity “houses” in each of London’s twelve major parishes, where new mothers most in need could also be looked after during their lying-in month. Cellier also wanted to open the city’s first-ever “cradle-hospital,” where orphaned and abandoned infants could be taken in and raised through childhood, before being trained in vocational skills when they reached their teens. By offering a nurturing place for infants who might otherwise have been lost to infanticide, Cellier was sure that “many murders and the Executions which attend them” would be prevented.

			Like Bourgeois, Cellier defended the importance of midwifery to public health and social welfare. She also shared her predecessors’ belief that midwives should receive the same respect as male physicians and surgeons, and she agreed that this respect would be attained when women were granted equal rights to medical education. Since the reign of Henry VIII, male physicians were licensed by the Royal College of Physicians, founded to regulate and improve the practice of medicine across England. Women were, of course, barred from undertaking the “scientific” study the college license required. Since midwifery was the only medical profession formally available to women, it was imperative that midwives were able to access the anatomical instruction previously reserved for men. Midwives had to demonstrate their competence to receive their parish licenses, but after their initial exam, the church didn’t monitor their skills. So Cellier proposed that her hospital would also serve as a midwifery college, where midwives could receive practical birth care tutelage and lectures in anatomy. And since one of the overriding principles of the church license was to ensure that midwives upheld Christian laws and values around sexuality and childbearing, it was also crucial that the practice was regulated in a way that prioritized midwives’ expertise and mothers’ lives—not the punitive strictures of religious dogma and patriarchal expectation.

			Cellier’s vision for improving London’s woeful rates of infant and maternal mortality lay not only with raising the birth care standards but also with enabling midwives to govern themselves. When Cellier put forward her proposal, she also asked the king’s permission to “unite the…skillful Midwives” working within the jurisdiction of the Bills of Mortality into a corporation. Each midwife, she suggested, could pay fees to the corporation on admission and annually. Along with charitable donations, these fees would fund the running of the maternity hospital and houses, cradle-hospital, and college. In return, midwives would be guaranteed ongoing paid employment, consistent training, and a professional identity. And with male physicians and surgeons encroaching into the profession that, for centuries, had been the domain of women, it was high time that midwives clawed back control.

			In seventeenth-century England, most peripartum care was provided by women—either by midwives or by informal caregivers, relatives, and friends. But even as they performed nearly all the hands-on work of delivering infants and tending new mothers, midwives were having to defend not only their experiential knowledge but also their right to practice without the hindrance of male regulatory control. Just over fifty years before Cellier proposed her college and hospital, the “man-midwife” Dr. Peter Chamberlen petitioned King Charles I to permit him to form his own corporation for the “instructing and governing of Midwives.” Chamberlen, a member of the Chamberlen family of French Huguenot barber-surgeons who were mostly named Peter and shared a particular interest in midwifery, was a noted disparager of female midwives. He believed that only when the profession was under male rule would mothers and infants be protected, in his words, from those “uncontrolled female Arbiters of Life and Death.” If he was put in charge of training midwives and issuing licenses, he was sure at least three thousand lives a year, in London alone, would be saved.

			London’s female midwives soundly refused to have their profession governed by a man who “hath no experience [in birth] but by reading.” After they presented a counter petition, and with opposition from the College of Physicians, Chamberlen’s plans were rejected. The bishops responsible for issuing licenses recommended that Chamberlen apply for one himself if he was so determined to deliver babies. But Chamberlen was in possession of something far more threatening to women’s professional monopoly over birth care than a petition.

			Since the early seventeenth century, Chamberlen’s family of maverick surgeon-accoucheurs had been harboring a “secret”—the obstetric forceps. This hinged instrument with two branches made initially of leather-coated wood and later of metal aided the delivery of babies when a birthing woman’s labor was obstructed. Believed to have been first invented by Chamberlen’s father, Peter the Elder—who attended aristocratic and royal women, including Queen Anne, the wife of King James I of England—the family zealously guarded their designs and instruments. When Chamberlen, his father, and his uncle attended births, they kept their forceps locked in a gilded wooden box, and when it was time to use it, they reportedly commanded all other attendants to leave the room and blindfolded the birthing woman. The Chamberlens kept their “secret” until the beginning of the eighteenth century, when their design was leaked. From the 1730s, numerous variations were designed and produced, and soon the forceps became the defining instrument of male surgeons’ and physicians’ advance into birth care. The forceps enabled babies to be born who might otherwise have died and helped save the lives of birthing women, especially those whose pelvic bones were compacted after suffering rickets in childhood. But like no other object in the history of obstetrics, forceps have come to symbolize the literal extraction of birth care expertise from the experienced, empathetic hands of women to the atomizing, anonymizing instruments of men.

			The popularization of forceps in the eighteenth century has also come to represent the moment when the dividing line between so-called normal births handled by women and medical births managed by men was drawn. The rapid popularization of forceps saved lives, but it also ended them—an inexpertly handled pair could be injurious, even fatal, for mother and infant. For professional women caregivers, like London-based Hôtel-Dieu–trained midwife Elizabeth Nihell, it wasn’t the forceps itself that was the problem, but its flagrant use by surgeons whose limited experience meant they had no real idea when it was necessary. In 1760, Nihell wrote a treatise condemning man-midwives whose impatience with and distrust of the course of nature and birthing women’s physical capabilities caused unnecessary agonies, injuries, and deaths. She was outraged at the way men and their “murderous instruments” infringed upon women’s modesty and their informed consent. The indiscriminate intrusion of those “infernal” hands of “iron and steel” into the tenderest parts of women’s bodies was, for Nihell, a violation and a violence.

			Decades before the forceps came into widespread use, Elizabeth Cellier had objected to men’s incursion into midwifery on the grounds that birthing women’s privacy and safety were at stake. Her concern that midwifery “ought to be kept as a Secret among Women as much as is possible” was central to her vision for advancing birth care for midwives and mothers. Cellier claimed that King James II approved her proposals for her hospital, college, and corporation, but in 1688, the Glorious Revolution began, and the king was replaced by his daughter, Queen Mary II. Around this time, Cellier died. Although her vision was never realized, Cellier made history for her efforts to protect and elevate midwifery at a time when female midwives’ integrity, necessity, and worth were being challenged by a vocal minority of man-midwives. She also championed the right to skilled and compassionate birth care for all women as a matter of social justice.

			In late seventeenth-century London, there was no charitable hospital or maternity ward, like the one in Hôtel-Dieu, where socially and economically challenged women could give birth and become mothers, safely and with support. When Cellier made her petition, church and state had little interest in preserving the lives or relieving the suffering of such mothers and infants. But this would change in the eighteenth century, which ushered in monumental shifts in the social, cultural, and political meanings of motherhood. As England’s colonial ambitions intensified, women were no longer just childbearers for their husbands, but mothers of their nation. As an empire was forged and wars were fought, the country sought to build its population, and women of all social classes were required to birth, raise, and replenish citizens to serve the empire. Founding charitable lying-in hospitals where less privileged women could give birth was now seen as means of supplying the nation with tradesman, manufacturers, soldiers, and sailors—and with the women who would bear their children and keep their houses. And as Hôtel-Dieu had, those hospitals provided the coming generation of man-midwives with a plentiful supply of birthing bodies upon which to hone their interventionist methods and further displace women from the helm of the midwifery ship.

			The need for institutions like the cradle-hospital Cellier envisaged also became clear in a nation increasingly concerned about the preservation of life. After years of campaigning, and with the support of a petition signed by twenty-one aristocratic “Ladies of Distinction,” philanthropist and sea captain Thomas Coram received a royal charter, in 1739, to establish a charitable institution where “exposed and deserted young children” could be taken in, educated, and trained through apprenticeships for trades, crafts, and military or domestic service. Coram, who was dismayed at the scale of infant and child death and abandonment in London, opened the permanent premises for the Foundling Hospital in London’s Bloomsbury, which was then surrounded by fields, in 1745.

			Women whose ability to mother was taken from them turned up in overwhelming numbers in the hospital’s first years of opening, but only so many children could be taken in. Until the late 1750s, mothers would gather, with their babies in their arms, in the hospital’s Court Room for the admissions ballot. Each mother drew a ball from a bag or box, and if she pulled one of the white balls—the number corresponded to the places available at the hospital—her baby would be admitted if it passed an examination by one of the hospital’s matrons. Every baby was given a new name to protect its anonymity. Until the 1760s, their mothers could leave an identifying token with their baby’s admission papers or “billet.” These tiny objects, as personal and talismanic as an embroidered heart, a playing card, a hazelnut, and a piece of ribbon bearing the words “Cruelle Separation,” were folded up inside the billet, which was not opened unless a mother returned to be reunited with her child. Some mothers left pieces of cotton, linen, or calico torn from their dresses or their baby’s clothes, umbilical threads connecting them to the children they hoped one day to reclaim.

			Motherhood, in the eighteenth century, would be promoted as the beating heart of a flourishing nation. Women who mothered cradled the future. But only those who fulfilled the dominant culture’s ideal of motherhood were valued and celebrated as mothers. The firmest ideological line was about to be drawn between women who mothered and women who reproduced. But mothers, othermothers, and birth care givers across all classes and circumstances would fearlessly resist patriarchal attempts to limit and subsume their agency and autonomy. As thinkers, writers, political activists, and social reformers, women were poised to reimagine what mothers could do and what the work of mothering could mean.

		

	
		
			
				Part 4

				Resistance and Reclamation: Eighteenth Century to Present

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				Twist to a Knot

			
			“Considering the care and anxiety a woman must have about a child before it comes into the world, it seems to me, by a natural right, to belong to her,” wrote Mary Wollstonecraft, British philosopher, writer, and advocate for women’s rights and social reform, on the evening of January 1, 1794, from her lodgings in Paris. This was the year Wollstonecraft would become a birth mother for the first time. As she sat at her desk, pondering women’s rights to call their children their own, she was about twenty weeks pregnant.

			Wollstonecraft, an ardent supporter of the French Revolution, had been living in France since December 1792. For years, she had been absorbed in the debates around citizenship, liberty, and equality emerging from the seismic political changes fomenting across the Channel. In her pathbreaking treatise A Vindication of the Rights of Woman—which was published to a flurry of acclaim from critics and readers in January 1792—Wollstonecraft applied revolutionary philosophy to the question of women’s educational, political, and moral equality. Rights of Woman swiftly became a bestseller and raised Wollstonecraft to international literary celebrity. Within the year, it was translated into German and French, published in America, and republished in Britain. Wollstonecraft soon started planning a new book, about the history and morality of the French Revolution, and she was eager to live among Paris’s community of expat sympathizers and witness for herself the world-changing events unfolding. As a self-declared “Spinster on the wing” who wasn’t married and then had no children, she was free to do exactly that.

			When Wollstonecraft arrived at Paris’s Marais district, after a freezing-cold, illness-inducing two-day coach journey from the port of Calais, she couldn’t have imagined that within a year she would be contemplating her soon-to-be motherhood. She had come to Paris a single, self-supporting, successful thirty-three-year-old professional writer. Since leaving home at age nineteen to work in Bath as a live-in companion to a wealthy widow with a bad temper, she had decided for herself how she should live. But a chance encounter, in the spring of 1793, changed everything. At a friend’s home in Paris, she met a New Jersey–born businessman, occasional writer, and former US army soldier named Gilbert Imlay. At first Wollstonecraft wasn’t fooled by the easygoing charms of this good-looking flatterer. But he pursued her, they began a relationship, and by summer’s end she was pregnant. At the turn of winter, she felt “some gentle twitches,” which let her know she was “nourishing a creature who will soon be sensible of my care.”

			Wollstonecraft welcomed the thought of sharing her body and her life with Imlay’s child. Her pregnancy “produced an overflowing of tenderness” toward this flighty man she adored. Before they met, becoming a birth mother wasn’t something she necessarily even wanted. When she was in her early twenties, the age many middle-class women were married off in eighteenth-century England, she declared that she would remain, in her words, an “Old Maid.” Being able to “pursue one’s own whims, where they lead” seemed like such a “happy thing” compared to “having a husband and half a hundred children…to control a poor woman who wishes to be free.” Wollstonecraft’s father had sunk his comfortably well-off family into poverty with his failed farming ventures, penchant for gambling, and destructive alcohol dependence. When she came of age, there was no inheritance or “marriage portion” for her, which did hinder her chances of making an “eligible” match. But she wasn’t interested in marrying for financial stability or social propriety. She craved relationships based on friendship, shared intellect and ideals, mutual devotion, and love. Her feelings about matters of the heart had already been shaped by her relationship with Frances Blood—Fanny—whom she met when she was sixteen and Fanny eighteen. She loved Fanny and hoped they would spend their lives together. But Fanny, who suffered with her health, married a man and moved to Lisbon. Wollstonecraft didn’t intend to live as an “Old Maid” because she rejected companionship and commitment. What she rejected was the patriarchal institution of marriage.

			Wollstonecraft and Imlay kept their relationship secret initially, partly because they were not married and had no plans to become so. Imlay did register Wollstonecraft as his wife with the American embassy so she could take his name and live with him in Paris. As a de facto American citizen, she was also protected from the imprisonment order imposed on British expats in October 1793 by the revolutionary government while Britain and France were at war. But Wollstonecraft wasn’t “Mrs. Imlay” by law, nor did she want to be. Imlay shared her conviction that marriage was a “corrupt institution”—a convenient stance for a man who boasted about his past affairs and would turn out to be a commitment-phobic philanderer. But Wollstonecraft believed, as Héloïse had over six hundred years earlier, that her relationship with her lover was more “sacred” than any marriage. She was bound to Imlay by intellect, desire, love—not the transactional tie of the marriage knot. They talked about buying a farm in America, where they would write and work and raise their family. She hoped their “twitcher” would be the first of a whole brood of “little creatures.” For her, their union and their future felt no less secure for being free of the legal constraints that would make him her master.

			Under English common law, a married couple was recognized as one person, and this person was, of course, the man. The marriage state was defined according to the doctrine of coverture, within which a wife was a feme covert—“covered woman.” She could no longer represent herself in legal matters, acquire property, or keep her own money—which included wages she earned from her work. The strictures imposed by male lawmakers reduced a wife to what a woman had long been deemed: not a human being in her own right, but a spare part of a man.

			A feme covert was completely dependent on her husband—and her chances of freeing herself, with a means of support and her reputation intact, were slim. In the eighteenth century, divorces in England were granted by acts of Parliament—and the petitioning process was arduous, humiliating, and rigged against women. Adultery was grounds for divorce on both sides. But for a wife to procure a divorce, she had to prove her husband had violated his vows not only by cheating on her, but also by being “excessively” cruel or violent, or committing a severe crime such as incest or bigamy. In the event that she did get divorced, or separated by a formal agreement or by walking away, she was not legally entitled to the custody of her own children. As patriarchal custom had long decreed, children conceived during marriages were the property of their fathers.

			Wollstonecraft observed, with rightful indignation halfway through her pregnancy, that the child a woman nurtured in and with her body—whose survival and safety she was responsible for, whom she knew to be part of her, to be made by her—belonged not to her, the mother, but to the father. For her, it was natural that a child belonged to its mother, because its existence depended, from conception to birth and beyond, not just on her body, but on her conscious attention. Wollstonecraft and Imlay were not married, but it wasn’t only marital law that determined who a child belonged to. The assumption of paternal authority was still sustained by myths about a mother’s diminished biological contribution to her own children.

			For centuries, the Aristotelian fantasy of male-seed superiority had held sway in theories about human generation. But new medical understandings of reproductive processes, forged from the mid-seventeenth century during the scientific revolution, showed that female biology played a very necessary part. In 1651, the English physician and anatomist William Harvey set ovulatory theory in motion when he proposed that life began with the formation of an egg, or ovum. He speculated that male “seed” held a “fertilizing power” that triggered the fallopian tubes to release fluid into the uterus. The ovum, he thought, was formed from this fluid, which also provided the “radical moisture”—a concept developed by medieval Arabic physicians to describe a physiological substance believed to enliven the human body—that sparked the embryo into being. It would be two hundred years before ovulation and its relationship to fertility were properly understood, and Harvey’s ideas about how an ovum was produced were far from accurate. However, by showing that mothers played as vital a part in generation as fathers did, he helped establish a new emphasis in Enlightenment culture on maternal agency.

			Scientific revelations like Harvey’s threw into question the logic of paternal authority not only within the family but in all systems of patriarchal power. In 1689, in the wake of England’s Glorious Revolution, Enlightenment philosopher John Locke discussed mothers’ contribution to “the begetting of a child” in his argument against monarchs’ right to wield absolute power over their subjects. Writing in Two Treatises of Government, Locke dismantled political theorist Robert Filmer’s 1680 text Patriarcha, which argued that the rule of kings, established with God’s creation of dad-man supreme Adam and sustained through primogeniture, was divinely ordained and natural. To Filmer, male sovereignty was irrefutable because God assigned the active and “noble” role in generating offspring to men. Locke countered that patriarchy could not be said to arise from fathers’ procreative primacy, because mothers’ evidently “hath an equal share, if not greater,” in making their children and giving them life. How, Locke asked, could a “soul” be transmitted into an “unborn embryo” just by a father doing “his part in the act of generation”? A woman nourished her child into being over nine months “in her own body out of her own substance.” All a man had done was ejaculate.

			Harvey’s reproductive theories challenged centuries of medical mythmaking about male parental dominance. By showing that mothers contributed more to the formation of their children than fathers did, Locke revealed that paternal authority—and patriarchal power—was by no means natural. But as Harvey admitted, “conception” was a “dark, obscure business.” Reproductive biology was a contested field of competing theories, and those theories were often interpreted in ways that relegated the pregnant body to a passive vessel. Locke’s theories were influential, but they didn’t spark a maternal rights revolution.

			The Enlightenment ushered in a cultural fascination with the senses and sensibility. Sensory experiences were thought to convey knowledge about the nature of humankind and the workings of the world. Sensibility was a virtue—but too much was a dangerous thing. Women were thought to have a capacity for excessive sensibility that they were too irrational to control. This assumption was foundational to the popular theory of maternal imagination, a continuation of the long-held belief that a pregnant woman’s “passions”—from unfulfilled desires and intense longings to melancholy, anger, and fear—could be transmitted from her brain to her fetus via her impressionable nerves.

			Maternal imagination was and always had been a myth peddled to justify restricting pregnant women’s behaviors, their desires, and even their thoughts. Wollstonecraft was a vocal critic of the ways that women’s capacity for sensibility were exploited as a means of control. But she still believed she must regulate her emotions to protect her pregnancy. During the eighteenth century, warnings about the consequences of maternal imagination were perpetuated in women’s home-health handbooks, midwifery manuals, and medical tracts. In 1787, Wollstonecraft was tasked by her publisher and employer, radical bookseller Joseph Johnson, with translating from French part of Physiognomische Fragmente (Essays on Physiognomy), written in the 1770s by the Swiss theologian and philosopher Johann Kaspar Lavater. She took note of Lavater’s claim that a pregnant woman’s imagination “actuated by desire, love, or hatred, may, with more than lightning-swiftness, kill or enliven, enlarge, [or] diminish…the organized fetus.” Once she felt the quickening, Wollstonecraft was consumed with worry about how her feelings, moods, and thoughts were affecting her “little twitcher.”

			In January 1794, Wollstonecraft fell ill with an upset stomach and bowels. She was terrified of “tormenting, or perhaps killing, a poor little animal, about whom I am grown anxious and tender.” By this point, she was feeling her baby move all the time. But wretched with sickness and fear, she was sure the strength of its little kicks had dimmed. “I [still] feel intimations of its existence,” she wrote, “though they have been fainter.” When she was unwell and during most of her pregnancy, Wollstonecraft was on her own. She moved in with Imlay, in his Paris lodgings, in September 1793, but he soon left for a business trip to the port of Le Havre. September also marked the beginnings of the Reign of Terror, the most violent and chaotic phase of the revolution. Over the next ten months, thousands of people suspected by the hard-line Jacobin government of being enemies of the revolution were banished to prison, killed in massacres, and publicly executed. Wollstonecraft supported the Girondins, the moderate political group whose affiliates were being arrested, imprisoned, and slaughtered by guillotine in droves. With Imlay away and many friends lost or imprisoned, Wollstonecraft was isolated and afraid.

			It was difficult enough to be a British national and a Girondin sympathizer during this tumultuous time, let alone to be pregnant. Wollstonecraft missed Imlay so much it made her ill. Over that first mournful month of 1794, she begged him for affectionate words and reassurance about their future. His responses were often cold, and the “grief” she was sure exacerbated her illness gnawed at her. But she tried her best to shield her “poor babe” from her sorrow. “I shall talk no more of illness,” she wrote, while recovering from a “tormenting” fever; “I have promised the little creature, that its mother, who ought to cherish it, will not again plague it.”

			Eighteenth-century conceptions of the maternal imagination acknowledged that a child was molded by its mother, that it was made of and by her. But by characterizing the untamed pregnant mind as a dangerous hinterland channeling destructive effects to a vulnerable fetus, it fueled the narrative that women lacked the mental reasoning that parental authority required. If a pregnant woman could harm her potential child with her uncontrollable emotions, how was she capable of exerting any control as a parent? For Wollstonecraft, it was infuriating that paternal authority was deemed natural when fathers didn’t endure any of the “care and anxiety” that bringing their child into the world required. In Imlay’s absence, this unfairness was painfully clear. “Among the feathered race, while the hen keeps the young warm, her mate stays by to cheer her,” she snapped, furious at him for ignoring her letters; “but it is sufficient for a man to condescend to get a child, in order to claim it.—A man is a tyrant!”

			The tyranny of paternal authority in the eighteenth century would not be vanquished. Patriarchal culture conspired more forcefully to deny women’s maternal rights. In Commentaries on the Laws of England, his overview of English laws first published in 1765, jurist and Tory politician William Blackstone explained that children under the age of twenty-one were subjects of “the empire of the father.” Within this “empire,” Blackstone wrote—in parentheses, no less—“(the mother…is entitled to no power, but only to reverence and respect).”

			When Wollstonecraft was pregnant for the first time, motherhood was valorized as the bedrock of civilized societies and thriving nations. Since the early 1700s, after the kingdoms of England and Scotland united, the newly formed Great Britain’s global power had grown as its colonial and military aggressions intensified. As wars were fought in Europe and the empire expanded, maintaining Britain’s imperial force required a thriving population in the “mother country.” Raising future citizens was reframed not only as women’s biologically and biblically ascribed purpose, but their venerable duty to their countries. The value of mothering to the world outside the home was finally being recognized. But mothers continued to be denied their rights as people.

			The idea that mothers should be content to receive “reverence and respect” at the expense of parental power had prevailed for centuries. The realm of paternal authority was, indeed, an empire—the male-ruled family was a microcosm of the patriarchal state. And the success of both father and state depended on the woman’s work of bearing and raising children. Philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau extolled women’s special abilities to raise patriotic citizens in his propaganda about married motherhood. For him, the only mothers deserving of reverence and respect were those who mothered in the marital home—the state-sanctioned domain of good motherhood. From pregnancy until the end of childhood, the goodness of a person—and the nation they would serve—was shaped by the devotion of their mother. And as mothers were expected to gratefully shoulder the responsibilities of their national service, they were also supposed to accept the pleasures of mothering as worthy compensations for their rights and autonomy.

			Toward the end of the eighteenth century, the disempowerment of women in their “natural” roles began to be challenged. The French Revolution championed people’s rights to individual liberty and social equality. Finally, it seemed women would be able to govern their lives and participate in society on an equal footing with men. In 1789, the French National Constituent Assembly passed the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, which laid down the core pledges of revolutionary citizenship. But history’s most influential foundational articulation of liberty and democracy recognized only taxpaying Frenchmen over the age of twenty-five as active citizens. The rights of full citizenship, including the vote, were not extended to people classed as “passive” citizens—the poor, immigrants, foreign nationals, servants, enslaved people, and women. The following year, the National Assembly decided that citizenship couldn’t be extended to women because they were neither physically nor morally capable of exercising those rights. This decision was justified through the “enlightened” ideas of philosophers like Rousseau, who argued that men and women must obey the natural—and therefore irrefutable—attributes of their respective genders. It was imperative, Rousseau believed, that females perform the duties befitting their specific physical and mental qualities. By obeying her biological purpose to bear children and her emotional capacity to nurture and tend, a woman was fulfilling her determined role in the “physical and moral order” of a civilized society.

			For Rousseau, there was nothing prejudicial about women’s subordination. It was the law of nature that decreed a woman’s place was in the home, where her entrusted duty was to tend and teach the children of men. Evidence of this natural law was inscribed into every fiber of the female being. The era’s advances in neurology and anatomy purported that in addition to their reproductive organs, women’s flimsy muscles, meager strength, small brains, and delicate nerves evidenced their innate maternal purpose and dependence on men. And while their overflowing sensibility meant they were too delicate and impressionable to pursue lives outside the home, it furnished them with all the compassion and responsivity they needed to be good mothers.

			Activists leading the charge for gender equality knew there was nothing natural about the denial of women’s citizenship. In 1791, the year the French Constitution was passed, Olympe de Gouges—playwright, novelist, antislavery campaigner, and social justice activist—published a pamphlet containing her corrective Declaration of the Rights of Woman and of the Female Citizen. Born in 1748, de Gouges gave birth to her son, Pierre, when she was eighteen, shortly after she married a man she didn’t want and hadn’t chosen. A few months later her husband drowned. For years she supported herself and her son, as a widowed single mother, with her writing. In her Declaration, she declared that women’s “sufferings in maternity” endowed them with all the courage necessary to bear the responsibilities and consequences of citizenship. If women broke the law, they were arrested, sentenced, and executed as men were, so how could they not be afforded equal rights to participate in the society that enforced that law? As de Gouges pronounced, “[Woman] has the right to mount the scaffold, she must equally have the right to mount the rostrum.”

			In July 1793, de Gouges, an affiliate of the Girondins, was imprisoned for writing and publishing material condemning the Terror and criticizing the Jacobin government. After nearly four months in prison, she was tried before the Revolutionary Tribunal and found guilty of sedition. The sentence was death. But when de Gouges was summoned to speak, she pled the belly. “[My] enemies will not have the glory of seeing my blood flow,” she announced. “I am pregnant and will bear a citizen or citoyenne for the Republic.”

			Convicted pregnant women were exempt from execution, so the Tribunal ordered de Gouges to be examined in her prison cell by government-appointed health officials before her sentence was decided. A doctor and midwife surmised that if de Gouges was pregnant, it was too early to tell—and if she was telling the truth, she had conceived in prison. The prosecutor took this as proof that she was lying, even though she’d been kept in a squalidly overcrowded coed prison where it wasn’t difficult for men and women to mingle. She was also older—in her mid-forties, though she told the Tribunal she was thirty-eight—which didn’t convince the prosecutor to accept her plea. De Gouges was executed by guillotine on November 3, 1793, at the Place de la Révolution. “Children of the Fatherland, you will avenge my death” were her defiant final words.

			In revolutionary France, mothers were lauded for raising “citizens for the Republic.” Motherhood was freighted with patriotic meaning and stately sentiment. But no matter how intently mothering was exalted, mothers were still not respected as human beings. For proponents of these ideas, mothering was valuable only when performed for the benefit and betterment of men. Being a good mother was inseparable from being a goodwife and helpmeet. From an early age, Rousseau insisted, girls should be taught to please and serve men, so they were fitted with the qualities they needed to be honorable wives to husbands and devoted mothers to sons. “[The] early education of man is…in a woman’s hands,” Rousseau wrote, “his morals…his pleasures, his happiness itself, depend on her. A woman’s education must therefore be planned in relation to man.”

			Wollstonecraft vehemently disagreed that girls’ education should be centered around the needs of men. Her first book, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (1787), was inspired by her experience running a progressive girls’ boarding school. With her sisters Eliza and Everina, and Fanny Blood, Wollstonecraft set up her school in 1784, in a large house in London’s Newington Green, then a rural suburb just north of the city and home to intellectuals, religious dissenters, and radical reformers. Wollstonecraft was a champion of equal education at a time when most formal schooling offered to girls amounted to marriage preparation. Girls were usually taught the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic, and maybe a little French. But their tutelage—whether at home under the guidance of their mother or governess, or at one of the day or boarding schools opening across England from the seventeenth century—was supposed to mold them into attractive wives and efficient homemakers.

			Wollstonecraft rejected the notion that offering girls a well-rounded education was either unnecessary or against nature. It wasn’t nature that made women dependent, docile, and delicate, but sexist social mores. So she proposed that daughters should be raised to cultivate the ration and reason patriarchal culture denied them. As they grew, they would be capable of cultivating their minds beyond housekeeping and husband-pleasing. And, contrary to Rousseau’s beliefs, inculcating girls and young women into subservience did not fit them to be good mothers. Women needed to think and act independently to mother well. “[The] mind, naturally weakened by depending on authority, never exerts its own powers,” Wollstonecraft declared, “and the obedient wife is thus rendered a weak indolent mother.”

			When Wollstonecraft wrote Rights of Woman, she was child-free. But she was still thinking seriously about what it meant to mother and the pivotal role mothers played in a progressive society. Women’s “first duty is to themselves as rational creatures,” she wrote, “and the next, in point of importance, as citizens, is that, which includes so many, of a mother.” Wollstonecraft was writing the year after women were refused revolutionary citizenship and de Gouges published her Declaration. The justifications for their exemption from societal and political participation were the physiological and emotional qualities that made them mothers. But for de Gouges and Wollstonecraft, it was motherhood—as an individual identity and a social responsibility—that assured women’s rights to full citizenship. Women could fulfill their appointed duty as patriotic mothers, Wollstonecraft argued, only if they were educated to understand fundamental principles such as morality and civility. By enabling women to become equal companions in marriage rather than submissive helpmeets, education, Wollstonecraft believed, was the key to unlocking their potential as mother-citizens—and the route to finding true fulfillment in their mothering lives.

			Wollstonecraft wasn’t particularly sympathetic to women who she thought pandered to their husbands at the expense of attending to their children. But she had learned, from an early age, that the toxic dynamics of dependent marriages could leave mothers with nothing left to give. Her own mother, who had seven children—Wollstonecraft was her second-born and her eldest daughter—bore the brunt not only of her father’s money squandering but his unpredictable and often cruel temper. As a child, she sometimes slept on the landing outside her parents’ bedroom to protect her mother from his violent rages. Under English marital law, husbands were perfectly entitled to correct their wives’ “misbehavior.”

			Long before her first pregnancy, Wollstonecraft became intimately familiar with what it meant to mother. As a girl, she looked after her younger siblings in the stead of their mother, who, probably because of how she was treated by her husband, was distant and neglectful. Throughout her twenties, Wollstonecraft remained a mother figure to her sisters, and she expressed maternal affection for her friends. After the demise of her school, Wollstonecraft worked as a governess to the young children of a land-owning viscount and his lady wife in their castle south of Dublin, in Ireland. She was miserable and lonely and often ill, but she grew to feel “maternal fondness” for the little ones in her care. Their own mother was vain and haughty, and the children were terrified of her. One of the youngest boys called himself Wollstonecraft’s son. Years later, the eldest daughter, Margaret, wrote about her admiration for her “noble-minded” governess. “[T]he society of my father’s house,” Margaret reflected, “was not calculated to improve my good qualities or correct my faults.” Wollstonecraft was the only person, in her youth, who taught her to “cultivate [her] understanding.”

			Wollstonecraft’s experiences as a maternal caregiver, as an othermother, shaped her thinking about the personal and political meanings of motherhood. Those experiences also showed her how women’s identities as people who mothered were ruptured by the expectation that they exist only in relation to their husbands. Her arguments for marital equality, women’s education, and maternal agency were radical—as were her ideas about what mothering could be when women didn’t prioritize men over themselves. However, it was easier said than done, in a society where paternal authority was sacrosanct, to mother free of male control. Under English law, a mother usually retained legal custody, and parental autonomy, if her child was illegitimate. But as the treatment of women who conceived out of wedlock during the early modern period had made glaringly clear, it was extremely difficult for many single mothers to support their children on their own. Wollstonecraft didn’t think of the child she was having with Imlay, the man she planned to spend her life with, as illegitimate. But while she was styled as Mrs. Imlay, her status aroused suspicion. When she could no longer conceal her pregnancy, Wollstonecraft noticed the inquiring glances of a couple of nosy neighbors. “Finding that I was observed, I told the good women…simply that I was with child, and let them stare!”

			The stigma that marginalized unwed mothers was rooted in the same ideology that led divorced or separated mothers to be blamed and shamed. Married mothers were supposed to be the emotional glue that held their families together. If their marriages failed, the fault was usually assumed to lie with them no matter what they’d endured. Since fathers retained custody, being able to mother was often contingent on remaining under a husband’s roof and rule. Women who left marriages for their safety and sanity, or were made to leave, sometimes had no choice but to relinquish their bonds as mothers. Being estranged from one’s children after a marriage breakdown was so humiliating that many women in these situations wouldn’t dare speak of it publicly. But in 1761, Sarah Pennington, a forty-one-year-old English aristocrat, laid bare her alienation from her marriage and daughters in her conduct book, An Unfortunate Mother’s Advice to Her Absent Daughters.

			Pennington decided to write about such private matters—which was viewed by the moral majority as most unbecoming—after her baronet husband accused her of wrongdoing and demanded a separation. Pennington was excluded from her daughters’ lives. She wasn’t even allowed to contact them by letter. So she published her book in the hopes that it would be read by her eldest, Jenny, and shared with her younger sisters. Like Dhuoda, exiled from her sons in the Carolingian Empire, and Elizabeth Jocelin, sensing her impending death in the quickening, Pennington meant for her book to be her surrogate. If the law and her husband forbade her to tend to and teach her daughters in person, she would guide them in writing.

			As was expected of upper-class mothers, Pennington advised her daughters on religious obedience; suitable amusements like playing music, doing needlework, and dancing; behaving honorably in polite society; managing domestic affairs; and maintaining harmonious marriages. An Unfortunate Mother’s Advice, however, was no conventional conduct manual. Unlike Dhuoda and Jocelin, Pennington fully intended her words to be made public. She was writing so she would not be silenced, so her role in her daughters’ lives was not denied her. In defiance of her husband’s orders not to contact them, her book took the form of an extended letter to Jenny, which began by addressing the “long chain of events” that “conspired to remove [Jenny] very early, from the tender care of an affectionate mother.”

			It was scandalous for a woman to reveal details of the dissolution of her marriage, especially when those details disparaged a well-respected man. Pennington also committed the daring act of rebelling against her husband’s authority by emboldening her daughters not to bow to his “command” when the time came for them to marry. If indeed they decided to marry at all, she advised them to do so with “utmost care,” and to choose a man who would be their “valuable friend” over their father’s preference for an advantageous match. It was because she blindly accepted her own father’s wishes that Pennington believed she was “punished” with an unhappy marriage. It’s not certain if Jenny did read and heed her mother’s lessons. An Unfortunate Mother’s Advice was popular and well reviewed, so, hopefully, the book found its way to her. Pennington signed as many copies as she could, so her daughters would know the book issued from their mother’s hand.

			While a feme covert was forced into dependence, a woman who never married, or was divorced or widowed, was entitled to govern her own life. Described as a feme sole—“a woman alone”—a single woman retained her legal identity, could decide where she lived, was able to own and sell property, and kept control of her money and assets. While English society preferred its women to be marrying men and bearing their children, opportunities for some to remain comfortably independent outside marriage bloomed during the early modern era. But for most women, singlehood was not freely or easily chosen. For those of Wollstonecraft’s status—middle class and educated but “left without a fortune”—not marrying, by accident or design, could be difficult. Since even educated women were barred from most trades and professions, single women’s employment options were limited to the undervalued and often disrespected roles of lady’s companion, governess, or girls’ schoolteacher. For Wollstonecraft, who worked as all three, these roles were laden with humiliations. It’s no surprise that the occupations reserved for the woman alone were restricted to the feminine sphere of tending, caring, and nurturing. Even when she opted out of marriage and motherhood, a woman could still be forced to obey her apparently innate domestic and maternal nature.

			Without the socially legitimized identity of wife, a single woman was also vulnerable to pity, suspicion, and derision. By the late eighteenth century, depictions of lonely old maids and pathetic spinsters were a common fixture in popular culture. The word “spinster,” which emerged in the late Middle Ages, originally described women who earned their living spinning wool by hand. Hand-spinning was home-based work often performed by unmarried women and widows. By the seventeenth century, “spinster” had evolved from a neutral job descriptor to a legal term for women who weren’t yet married or never had been—a young woman could be termed a spinster from her mid-teens. The derogatory connotations of “spinster,” which are very much still with us today, emerged in the early 1700s when the word described women who were “left on the shelf”—as the saying goes—past their mid-twenties, society’s preferred age limit for a woman’s first marriage. If she hadn’t managed to bag a husband by the ripe old age of thirty, she could be deemed not worth marrying, not least because her reproductive usefulness was assumed to be wearing out.

			By virtue of having failed to marry, the old maid had also failed to become a legitimate mother. In satirical cartoons, invective verses, and social commentaries, the never-married childless woman was by turns a pathetic loner to be pitied and mocked and a shrewish scourge deserving of contempt. The enduring and exhausted stereotype of the sad childless woman with only her cat for company—infamously invoked in the run-up to the 2024 presidential election to disparage Democrat nominee, vice president, and proud stepmother, or “Momala,” Kamala Harris—was perpetuated in the late eighteenth century in etchings of bonnet-wearing ladies sharing afternoon teas or elaborate dinners with their feline friends. These supposedly comical representations were condescending and unflattering. But they were tame compared to the taunts in A Satyr Upon Old Maids, published in a pamphlet in 1713. The anonymous author branded old maids as “Nasty, rammy, rank, filthy Sluts” who had sinned against God and nature by failing to fulfill the purpose for which the female sex was created—joining to men and propagating “the Species of Mankind.”

			Egregious depictions of women who were not devoting their bodies and lives to propagating “the Species” were not unique to the eighteenth century. Depictions of old maids as unclean beasts chimed with the portrayals of older single women as repugnant crones in sixteenth-century witch-hunting propaganda. Caricatures of the crazy cat lady evoked the image of the witch-woman as an outcast anti-mother, who, instead of nurturing human children, was unnaturally bonded to her animal familiar.

			A uterus that was not performing its ordained purpose had, for centuries, signified a dangerous kind of emptiness. And a womb unused equaled a life half lived. Not being a mother, by choice or circumstance, had always pushed women into the shadowy corners of society and culture. But the eighteenth century vitriol toward old maids and spinsters was about more than age-old prejudice. During the 1700s, the population of single women in England was rising—and so were anxieties about plummeting birth rates and population decline. By promoting the belief that normal and natural womanhood was synonymous with married motherhood, the smear campaign against childless and child-free women was, as it is today, propaganda for the era’s pronatalist  agenda.

			

			• • •

			“[L]et me tell you that I have got a vigorous little girl,” wrote Wollstonecraft to her friend, Ruth Barlow, on May 20, 1794. “I feel great pleasure at being a mother…and the constant tenderness of my most affectionate companion makes me regard a fresh tie as a blessing.” Six days earlier, Wollstonecraft had given birth at her rented harborside home in Le Havre, where Imlay was engaged on business, to her creature, her animal, her twitcher. She named her Frances—Fanny—in memory of Fanny Blood, who died, with her newborn son, in 1785, after a difficult birth. Fanny had been very unwell before and during her pregnancy, so Wollstonecraft traveled to Lisbon to visit her around the time she was expected to deliver. When she arrived, after a rough thirteen-day ship crossing, Fanny was already in labor. Wollstonecraft was with her when she died, and she was bereft at the loss of the woman who had been her “best earthly comfort.”

			Wollstonecraft, who opposed male surgeons’ interventionist management of childbirth, delivered baby Fanny with the help of a local midwife. Her labor was “natural and easy,” and her midwife, she boasted, had never in her twenty-year career seen a woman get through childbirth so well and recover so quickly. Since Wollstonecraft took it so lightly, she ought to, her midwife said, “make children for the Republic.” She also breastfed Fanny on demand—she was already an advocate of maternal nursing, as were many Enlightenment thinkers. Rousseau boldly claimed that if all mothers “deigned” to dedicate their time and bodies to cultivating such “mutual affection,” then society’s morals would be reformed, “natural feeling” would fill “every heart,” and there would be plenty of robust citizens to serve the state. Wollstonecraft believed breastfeeding laid the foundations for a healthy constitution, and incited tenderness between mother and baby. But she didn’t hold nursing mothers responsible for the fate of their nations. Although she didn’t always find it easy—she was painfully “inundated with milk”—it still brought her pleasure and pride. She attributed Fanny’s strength, brightness, and vivacity to her nursing. “My little Girl begins to suck so manfully that her father reckons saucily on her writing the second part of [Rights] of Woman,” she wrote to Barlow. As Wollstonecraft biographer Claire Tomalin quipped, this “was Gilbert’s only recorded joke.”

			Wollstonecraft’s delight in mothering her little girl couldn’t dispel her distress at Imlay’s reluctance to commit to her and Fanny. He soon left them in Le Havre for “business” elsewhere, which involved not only trying to make money but actively taking lovers. In Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft remarked that neglected spouses made the best mothers. This she learned while parenting on her own, tending Fanny through a bout of smallpox, and trying to write her book about the French Revolution, was bitterly true. In Imlay’s absence, her affection and attention were all for her baby. But she longed for the domestic dream he promised her. Imlay’s neglect and her struggles to support her and Fanny financially drove her to despair. In 1795, Imlay had the audacity to ask Wollstonecraft—partly to get her out of his way—to travel to Scandinavia to negotiate the return of his cargo ship, and the bounty of silver it carried, which had gone missing on route from Norway to France. Wollstonecraft agreed to his chaotic request. In June 1795, with Fanny and her maid, Marguerite, she began a months-long voyage across Sweden, Norway, and Denmark.

			For a woman to make such an intrepid journey, with a baby in tow and no man, was unheard-of. Wollstonecraft was once again on the wing, but now she was a mother navigating rocky shores, rough seas, dense forests, and wild coastlines in pursuit of mysterious treasure and her longed-for lover. Her mission had all the qualities of a myth. As she traveled, Wollstonecraft wrote letters to the unnamed Imlay recounting her encounters and experiences in evocative prose that contained glimpses into her relationship with Fanny. On one of her first bright nights in Gothenburg, when her mind raced and she couldn’t sleep, she watched over her slumbering little girl, “innocent and sweet as the closing flowers.” In Larvik, Norway, which she visited alone while Fanny and Marguerite stayed in Gothenburg, she dreamed her “little cherub” was with her, “hiding her face in my bosom.” As she walked along the cliffs, she heard Fanny’s “sweet cooing beat on [her] heart,” and “saw her tiny footsteps on the sands.”

			In 1796, Joseph Johnson published Wollstonecraft’s Letters Written During a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. As a working solo mother and an adventurer flouting gendered expectations, Wollstonecraft produced one of the most innovative pieces of travel writing ever seen. Letters was her bestselling and most highly received work, and its success brought her back to life. Although Wollstonecraft helped relocate Imlay’s ship, it’s not known if his fortune was recovered. When she returned to England, in October 1795, he had taken up with another woman. One night, in torrential rain, Wollstonecraft climbed to the top of London’s Putney Bridge and threw herself into the Thames. This was the second time her depression at Imlay’s desertion compelled her to try to end her life. She was pulled, unconscious, from the river by fishermen. Over the next year, as she recovered, Wollstonecraft fell in love with her friend, the political philosopher William Godwin, who shared her ideals of independent togetherness. She became pregnant, and they decided to marry to avoid the stigma of illegitimacy. “I begin to love this little creature, and to anticipate his birth as a fresh twist to a knot, which I do not wish to untie,” she wrote to Godwin, when she was six months pregnant.

			On August 30, 1797, Wollstonecraft gave birth—not to the son she anticipated, but to a daughter. She was delivered at home in her bedchamber by her midwife, Mrs. Blenkinsop. The labor lasted a painful eighteen hours, and her newborn, weakened but alive, was named for her. She grew up to become Mary Godwin Shelley, who in 1818, at age twenty, would write Frankenstein: or, The Modern Prometheus, one of history’s most influential and significant English novels. Four hours after Mary’s birth, Wollstonecraft’s placenta hadn’t been delivered. Blenkinsop called in a physician, Dr. Poignand, who reached his hand inside Wollstonecraft to remove the stubborn organ. It came away in pieces. Wollstonecraft lost a lot of blood and was in agony. Over the next days she shivered and sweated, slipped in and out of consciousness. Her breasts were swollen with milk, but she was too weak to feed Mary, so, astonishingly, puppies were brought in to suckle her. But despite every intervention from other skilled physicians and vigilant nurses, Wollstonecraft was dying of septicemia, or, as her condition was understood  then, puerperal fever. This disease had reached epidemic proportions in London’s lying-in hospitals, where less privileged birthing women were attended by “man-midwives.” No one knew yet that the transfer of bacteria from surgeons’ unwashed hands and unclean instruments were the cause of the disease that Nathanial Hulme, lead physician at the City of London Lying-In Hospital, called a “fierce and untamed enemy.”

			Wollstonecraft passed away on the morning of September 10, 1797. She died a mother to her daughters, Fanny and Mary, and to modern feminist thought. But the year after her death, her reputation was ruined by Godwin’s revelations, in his biography Memoirs of the Author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman that she had love affairs, attempted to end her life, and bore an illegitimate child. The details Godwin shared of Wollstonecraft’s emotions and relationships and his descriptions of her maternal body in the days before her death were, for the time, shocking. Wollstonecraft’s achievements as a writer and thinker were eclipsed for decades by Godwin’s biography. But the real damage was done by the era’s punitive attitudes toward women’s bodies and sexualities, feelings and desires—issues Wollstonecraft had been exploring in her novel Maria: Or, The Wrongs of Women, a fictionalization of her theories about women’s oppression by the legal and moral strictures of patriarchal society.

			Maria told the story of an intelligent woman “of sensibility” whose abusive husband separated her from her baby daughter and forced her into an asylum after she tried to leave him. It begins with Maria mourning her child, whose “image [is] continually floating on [her] sight…as none but a mother, an unhappy mother, can conceive.” Wollstonecraft hadn’t finished writing Maria, but Godwin published her fragments in January 1798, in the first volume of the Posthumous Works of the Author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Maria roused criticism not only because it daringly confronted the wrongs women suffered as consequences of societal injustices—including sex work, rape, pregnancy loss, abortion, and suicide—but because the titular character had an out-of-wedlock sexual relationship. This was doubly shocking considering the scandalous facts Godwin disclosed about its author’s personal life.

			Maria was inspired by Wollstonecraft’s personal experiences—although she never chose to make public such intimate details of who she was and what she had been through. But her private life always shaped her thought, especially when it related to women’s experiences and societal roles as mothers. Wollstonecraft’s vision for the potential of liberated mothering was revolutionary, and this vision was informed by her own complex relationship to motherhood. For her, women were human beings first, mothers second. And as mothers, they shouldn’t have to surrender their emotions, needs, and ambitions as people.

			Wollstonecraft’s revolutionary conceptions of motherhood would galvanize women’s rights campaigners when the movement began in earnest in the nineteenth century. But from the end of the eighteenth century and throughout the first half of the nineteenth, the cultural and political ideology of domestic motherhood reigned supreme in Britain and the newly formed United States. From around 1850, in the US and the UK, women would begin organizing toward what Wollstonecraft had advocated for—to be treated as rational people, not confined and silenced objects. The right to mother, free of patriarchal restrictions, was central to this struggle, but the oppressions women faced as mothers were by no means equal. As the movement to abolish slavery gained momentum from the early 1800s, the experiences of women treated as reproductive chattel were brought to public attention. Enslaved mothers were exempted from the white-privileged ideology of good motherhood that permeated nineteenth-century culture. But as formerly enslaved writers, lecturers, and activists who had nurtured children—both their own and others’—would reveal, mothering was an act of resistance and an affirmation of hope.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				None but a Mother

			
			Just before the dawning of a fine day in 1826, Sojourner Truth escaped from the house in the town of New Paltz, in Ulster County, New York, where she had been enslaved for sixteen years, with “her infant on one arm and her wardrobe on the other.” Her infant was her newborn daughter, Sophia. A couple of items of clothing and a few provisions, wrapped in a cotton handkerchief, constituted her wardrobe. Truth was born into slavery sometime around 1797. Her mother, Elizabeth, who went by Betsey or Mau-Mau Bett, was also born into slavery, in Guinea, West Africa. She was bought by a colonel who owned an estate near Esopus Creek, which flowed from the Hudson River, on lands that had been home to the Lenape people before being occupied by Dutch settler colonists in the seventeenth century.

			The clan system of the Lenape tribe is matrilineal. Children inherit their identity from their mothers, and it is through the maternal line that people are granted their positions of social power. Truth was also born into a system in which a child’s place in the world was inherited from their mother. Her status was determined by who her mother was, and her fate sealed her children’s. In a cruel twist of irony, the matrilineal system of chattel slavery was defined by the doctrine of Partus sequitur ventrem—“that which is born follows the womb.” Enshrined into law in 1662 by English settler colonists in Virginia and passed soon after in the other Crown colonies, this doctrine decreed that all children born to enslaved women inherited their mothers’ status as slaves. No parental autonomy was granted to enslaved mothers. Their children, the law stated, were the property of slave owners. Partus sequitur ventrem was originally used in English common law to describe the rights of owners of livestock to their female animals’ issue. The phrase was adopted into slavery laws to dehumanize enslaved people, strip them of their personhood, and classify them as objects to be owned and sold. The word “chattel” is rooted in the Old French word for “cattle.” When Truth was nine years old, Mau-Mau Bett’s master died, and his property of livestock and enslaved people was auctioned off. Truth was taken from her mother and sold to a sadistic slaveholder for $100 in a lot that included a flock of sheep.

			In 1799, New York state passed a piece of legislation toward the eventual emancipation of enslaved people. The Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery stipulated that all children born to enslaved mothers after that year were born free. However, their status was converted to indentured servitude, and they had to continue working for twenty-eight years for men and twenty-five years for women before they could gain their freedom. Seven years after Truth was taken to New Paltz by slaveholder John Dumont, New York State confirmed that all slaves born before July 4, 1799, would be freed in 1827. Dumont told Truth that if she worked hard and remained faithful, he would assure her freedom the year before state emancipation came into effect. But when that year came around, Dumont claimed she owed him extra labor because a hand injury had “diminished her usefulness.” So Truth “concluded to take her freedom into her own hands.” She vowed that after she finished spinning the last of the season’s sheep wool, one hundred pounds’ worth, she would leave.

			Shortly after Parliament outlawed the slave trade in the British Empire, in 1807 a federal law was passed in the United States prohibiting the importation of enslaved people. It was still legal, however, to keep people in slavery, and for owners to increase their yield of slave labor and enslaved people. Dumont had forced Truth to marry an enslaved man named Thomas, who was the father of three of Truth’s four living children—a little boy named Peter, a toddler named Elizabeth, and baby Sophia. Truth was also the mother of a young girl, Diane, and a son, James, who was born when she was no older than fourteen and died in infancy. How she “rejoiced,” she sarcastically remarked, “in being permitted to be the instrument of increasing the property of her oppressors!” Enslaved women’s bodies were exploited for profit. The children they birthed belonged to slave owners who, at any moment, could sell them away. Truth was the second youngest of “some ten or twelve children” born to Mau-Mau Bett. When Bett’s master died and she was to be separated from her youngest son and Truth, her only remaining children, she wept for the others who had been wrenched from her. Every night, when her day’s work was done, Bett sat out under the stars, calling in prayer to “the widely scattered members of her precious flock.” Looking to heaven and talking to her lost children were Bett’s way of holding her family together. She told Truth and her brother to remember they were always connected to their siblings through the stars that shone over them, no matter how far apart they were.

			When Truth made her plan to leave Dumont’s house, her daughters Diane, aged eleven, and little Elizabeth were bound to serve out their indenture, as was five-year-old Peter, who had recently been sold and taken to New York City. The only one of her children she could take with her was Sophia. When Truth stepped “stealthily away” from Dumont’s house—she didn’t run, for she thought that would be “wicked”—she had no idea where she should go. After journeying up a steep hill, she sat down to breastfeed Sophia and remembered an old friend who might help her find “safe asylum.” Soon she was welcomed into the home of a kindly couple, the Van Wagenens, who promised her shelter and employment. Dumont soon caught up with Truth and demanded she return with him and hand over Sophia. Truth refused. Van Wagenen paid Dumont the balance for her and Sophia’s service, and Truth finally was free.

			Seventeen years after Truth walked to freedom, she began the activist work that made her one of the most important figures in the history of civil and women’s rights. Until then, she went by Isabella, the name she was given when she was born. Her father, James, who was captured in Ghana, was named Baumfree from the low-Dutch meaning “tall tree” because of his towering stature. Isabella Baumfree named herself Sojourner Truth on June 1, 1843. On that Sunday, the Pentecost, she was called, she said, by the Holy Spirit to journey east and preach and lecture about the truth of slavery and advance the cause for abolition. Truth’s conviction in her mission was buoyed by her religious faith. But it was also born of her identity as a mother—the identity denied to her under slavery, which she fought to reclaim.

			

			• • •

			Across the later decades of the eighteenth century, women’s feminine ability to nurture, tend, and teach their children had been glorified and celebrated, and so had the strength of their maternal emotions. Maternal instinct pulsed through the female body and mind—women were innately tuned, patriarchal culture insisted, to be devoted mothers. In the wake of the American Revolution, the meanings of motherhood transformed in accordance with the values and ambitions of this newly liberated society. The fate of the nation was no longer in the hands of some divinely ordained monarch gracing a throne across the Atlantic. As a democratic republic, its destiny was to be determined by its people. Mothers were responsible for molding those people, from the moment they felt them quicken, into patriotic citizens who would proudly serve their independent nation. Yet, as was the case in revolutionary France, mothers were not granted the liberties that were deemed fundamental to the citizenship they were expected to nurture. When the first US Constitution was ratified in 1788, the rights of full citizenship were extended only to men. Founding Father Thomas Jefferson, who served as a diplomat in France while activists like Olympe de Gouges were campaigning for political equality, was relieved that his countrywomen had “the good sense to value domestic happiness above all other, and the art to cultivate it beyond all others.” The good mothers of America, he pronounced, found purpose and pleasure in the nursery, not the “furnace of Politics.”

			The designation of women as patriotic mothers was baked into the foundations of the United States. In the early colonial era, mothering was a means of populating a burgeoning society and providing men with heirs to their names and properties. In post-revolutionary America, being a mother was a woman’s highest social calling, her honorable national duty. Inspired by the “enlightened” philosophy of Rousseau, Founding Fathers like Jefferson exalted women’s motherly qualities. Selflessness, patience, forgiveness, and tenderness were lauded as civilizing influences, as essential to the prosperity and prowess of the nation as its government or military. But since mothers were such a crucial cog in the wheel of national progress, it was imperative, according to patriarchs, that they limited their sphere of influence to the marital home. Jefferson was convinced the order of society would crumble if the “female sex” was permitted to defy the laws of nature and “extend…beyond the domestic line.” For Jefferson, the mere idea of women participating in public affairs was depraved. Mixing with men would ruin women’s morality—and inevitably lead to what he referred to as “ambiguity of issue.” Jefferson was certain that if women went around doing politics with men, they would end up conceiving illegitimate children. His model for the organization of society was drawn from the ancient Greek gender-roles playbook.

			Mothers held the strength, health, and morality of the United States in their soft and yielding hands. The future of humanity, women were told, depended on how well they performed their maternal duties. Luckily, a swath of instruction books and advice manuals about the formidable responsibilities of their newly defined role were hitting the shelves. Advice to Mothers, a popular treatise on maternal health and infant care by Scottish physician William Buchan, claimed that a child would become a useful citizen only if their mother devoted every scrap of her time and attention, from pregnancy onward, to their needs. Buchan warned mothers not to delegate their caregiving duties to nurses and urged them to avoid the distractions of paid work and other diverting pursuits. Nothing less than constant attendance to their children’s mental, physical, and moral well-being—especially during the early years—would fit a daughter to be a virtuous wife and mother and a son to become a successful merchant, an eloquent politician, or a proud army officer.

			As motherhood was endowed with greater meaning and purpose, mothers were held to punishingly higher standards. Buchan asserted that no end of evils ensued from mothers’ ignorance and inattention. And since maternal “negligence” had dire consequences not only for children but also for society, all “tender and rational” mothers must dutifully follow the instructions of experts like him. It wasn’t only male authors who were cornering the booming childcare advice market. Now that mothering was freighted with such importance, women writers were able to situate themselves as authorities. The author of The Maternal Physician, a treatise on caring for infants up to two years old, identified herself as an “American matron” and mother of eight whose expertise was honed over “sixteen years’ experience in the nursery.” She dedicated her treatise to her own mother, who clasped her, as a baby, to her “affrighted bosom” when she fled Boston in April 1775, as the Battle of Lexington and Concord, the first major campaign of the Revolutionary War, was beginning. She was eternally grateful to her mother for teaching her “that the most sublime pleasures of a woman’s life are found in the faithful discharge of her maternal duties.”

			Female authors of mother-to-mother literature were gaining acclaim in the male-dominated publishing arena by sharing expertise gleaned from the everyday experiences and responsibilities that exempted women, in the past, from the public realm of thought and knowledge. But oftentimes their ideals and values perfectly aligned with patriarchal cultural messaging about what made a good mother. Wollstonecraft, in Thoughts on the Education of Daughters, promoted the opinion, shared by Rousseau, that all biological mothers—unless they were very unwell—should breastfeed. But she didn’t believe maternal feeling was innate and automatic for all women. As an othermother, she learned that “parental affection” arose not only from gestating, birthing, and nursing, but from all the work of caring for children. And since a mother’s capacity to nurture and protect was forged as much through “habit as instinct,” an adoptive parent or stepparent, or a foster carer, could develop love as binding as that of a biological mother. But Wollstonecraft’s progressive ideas about parental attachment were eclipsed by the overwhelming emphasis, from the early nineteenth century, on the superior caregiving capabilities of birth mothers. Only a woman who experienced the heart-swelling ecstasy of holding her child after the “almost insupportable” agonies of labor, the author of Maternal Physician pronounced, could possess the degree of tenderness required to preserve that child’s health and life. “Who but a mother can possibly feel interest enough in a helpless new-born babe to pay it that unwearied, uninterrupted attention?”

			The cultural insistence on mothering as women’s natural duty intensified from the early 1800s. With the rapid advances of industrialization, which began first in Britain from the mid- to late eighteenth century, the ideology of the separate spheres was indelibly ingrained. Since the antiquity, the family home had been a bustling place of production. Through their home-based work of spinning, sewing, brewing, growing, and making, women had made essential contributions to the economy. But as the industrious home was displaced by workshops, mills, and factories, women’s work lost much of its productive value. With trades, crafts, and professions being practiced outside the home, the boundary was drawn between the male realm of production, politics, and public affairs and the female domain of child nurturing, family tending, and housekeeping. All wives were expected to bear the responsibility of raising their children and managing their homes. But many thousands of economically insecure women now had to juggle the demands of reproductive and maternal labor on top of industrial work so they could support their families. And working mothers who had no choice but to cross the “domestic line” were granted none of the honors lavished upon privileged women who could devote all their time to mothering.

			To inculcate women into their prescribed roles, authors of childcare literature lavished maternal virtues with lofty adulations and sentimental plaudits. For Buchan, it wasn’t enough to describe “good” mothers as angels, for “they approach nearer to our ideas of the Deity: they not only create, but sustain their creation, and hold its future destiny in their hands.” Like the Virgin Mary, the epitome of maternal perfection, good mothers were self-sacrificing, serene, and emotionally fulfilled by serving their children. Being placed on a heavenly pedestal meant there was a long way to fall. But authors like Buchan claimed maternal love was so strong, sacred, and ceaseless that mothers possessed all the resources they needed to “faithfully discharge the duties of a parent.” A good mother didn’t just provide sustenance, safety, and affection. She was also a physician, a teacher, a gentle disciplinarian, a moral guardian, and a spiritual guide. The American matron reassured her readers that motherly duties were “no labor,” for devoted mothers would be rewarded with “ecstasies” that no words could begin to describe.

			There was no room for any ambivalence, frustration, or struggle in the blooming ideology of motherly perfection. Through their deification, mothers were subsumed into a beatific monolith—it was their pleasure to surrender their individuality, to bury away their needs and desires. “My friend, if in becoming a mother, you have reached the climax of your happiness, you have also taken a higher place in the scale of being,” began Letters to Mothers (1838), a popular book on the practical and emotional aspects of domestic motherhood by American poet, publisher, and author Lydia Sigourney. “No longer will you live for self.”

			Sigourney celebrated mothers’ ability to shape their children’s minds. She held up the Roman matriarch Cornelia as an exemplary mother because of the way she educated her famous sons. But this reverence was available only to mothers who were themselves well educated. Sigourney was right to describe mothering as a privilege—the venerated institution of motherhood was only accessible to a privileged few. To be regarded as a good mother, a woman had to be married, mentally well, physically healthy, and literate. She was provided for, didn’t work outside the home, and never failed in her tenderness. She was the primary caregiver; she and her child were enclosed in a bubble of maternal bliss. All women, if they were physically able to, could conceive, go through pregnancy, and give birth. But, Buchan proclaimed, women didn’t become mothers “merely” by bringing “a child into the world.” Only the gentle denizens of the domestic sphere, the patriotic countrywomen who embodied society’s prized values of civility, propriety, and dignity, could claim the estimable title of mother.

			

			• • •

			In Esopus Creek, in the early 1800s, Mau-Mau Bett comforted and held her children. She taught them to love each other and keep their faith. She instilled in them good morals, a strong sense of right and wrong. She wept when they were hurt and frightened and did her best to protect them. But she was not respected for adhering to the standards of maternal conduct set by Founding Fathers and physicians and childcare experts. Her experience as a mother was not acknowledged in the era’s grand narrative of idealized mothering. The conditions of slavery dehumanized Bett and Truth and so many of the estimated 450,000 women who were enslaved in the United States in 1801—the year Jefferson, champion of the virtues of white domestic mothering, and slave owner, became president—by denying them every aspect of motherhood that, for white middle- and upper-class women, was held sacred. As activist and philosopher Angela Davis wrote in 1981, in Women, Race and Class, the “[ideological] exaltation of motherhood—as popular as it was during the nineteenth century—did not extend to slaves.”

			Since the beginnings of chattel slavery, white male anthropologists, physicians, and “scientists” made despicable false claims about Black women’s bodies, sexualities, and emotions that continue to impact the health and lives of Black people who mother. During the “enlightened” seventeenth century, these authoritative men classified people according to a pseudoscientific hierarchy of racialized characteristics. Within this hierarchy, the race of white Europeans and Americans were purported to be biologically, anatomically, intellectually, and morally superior. These claims—now denounced as scientific racism—instigated prejudicial assumptions about Black women’s maternal and reproductive bodies and their fitness as mothers, which persist to this day. Concocted to justify the enslavement of people and the cruelties meted out to them, scientific racism validated the exploitation of Black women’s reproduction and the denial of their motherhood. The claim that Black women were physically strong, gave birth without pain, and needed little postpartum recovery time enabled slave owners to force women to perform the labor of childbearing alongside their other labors in fields, farms, homes, and nurseries. The assumption that Black women were abundantly fertile and overly sexual justified slave owners’ violations of their bodies. And the refusal of their ability to bond with, care for, and remain connected to their children was upheld by the belief that the Black race was devoid of the moral acuity, attentiveness, and tenderness that made a woman a mother.

			Scientific racism was full of horrible contradictions. The myth of enslaved women’s strength and ability to bear pain was upheld while such women suffered disproportionately during pregnancies and births and in the postpartum period. Being made to bear many children on top of arduous physical work took a devastating toll on enslaved women’s bodies, and they were often deprived of proper medical care for traumatic birth injuries. They were deemed to lack maternal sensibilities, yet they were entrusted to nurse and nurture slave owners’ infants and children. But the misbeliefs gleaned from scientific racism, even in their inconsistencies, reinforced the premise that enslaved women were objects to be used. The fact that compulsory reproduction took such a toll on their bodies wasn’t proof, to slave owners, of their humanity—an unwell or injured enslaved woman represented nothing but her uselessness. Robbing enslaved women of their own motherhood while making them work as othermothers to white children was permissible because they were not mothers in their own right, but maternal laborers. Scientific racism, as a bulwark for the abuses of slavery, was a self-fulfilling ideology. Enslaved women’s survival in the face of such brutality was taken as proof of their inferiority as mothers. And so was their perceived tolerance of slavery’s violations of the sacrosanct bonds between mother and child. “Think, dear reader, without a blush, if you can…of a mother thus willingly, and with pride, laying her own children, the ‘flesh of her flesh,’ on the altar of slavery,” asked Sojourner Truth. “But we must remember that beings capable of such sacrifices are not mothers; they are only ‘things,’ ‘chattels,’ ‘property.’ ”

			Privileged white mothers were revered for paying unwavering attention to their babies and young children, for anticipating and ministering to their every need. Mothers enslaved on plantations were forced to leave their newborns while they toiled in the fields, their breasts aching and heavy with milk. Maternal breastfeeding was promoted as one of the most significant and exquisite of a mothers’ duties. But the bonds and benefits of nursing were out of reach to enslaved mothers forced to deprive their own infants of milk while slave owners made them work as wet nurses. The ideal mother was a faithful companion to her husband; she feathered the domestic nest and held her family together with selfless care. Enslaved women were married to fellow slaves for the purpose of producing more slaves. Many were raped by slave owners. They were not afforded the protection, privacy, and comfort the marital home was supposed to provide, and the ties of their families were broken. The celebrated “moral mother” nurtured her child’s body, mind, and soul, while an enslaved mother had little hope of sustaining a relationship with her child as they grew. And as Buchan sternly reminded readers of Advice to Mothers, the qualities of good motherhood transcended the bodily functions of conception, pregnancy, and birth. Enslaved women’s motherhood, limited by the conditions and laws of slavery to “breeding,” was overwhelmingly associated with the body. In fact, the classification of “slave women…as ‘breeders,’ ” as Davis wrote, meant that “in the eyes of slaveholders” they “were not mothers at all; they were simply instruments guaranteeing the growth of the slave labor force.”

			In 1997, in her book Killing the Black Body, the sociologist and activist Dorothy E. Roberts explained how the abuses of chattel slavery illuminate the extent of what becomes permissible when women are robbed of their personhood and reduced to “procreative vessels.” “Slave masters’ control of Black women’s reproduction,” Roberts wrote, “illustrates better than any example I know the importance of reproductive liberty to women’s equality.” Black women have for centuries borne the pain being inflicted on the many girls and women forced to go through pregnancies in US states where near-total bans on abortion care have come into force since 2022. In the summer of 2023, a thirteen-year-old girl from Clarksdale, Mississippi, gave birth after being raped by a stranger in the yard outside her home. “Ashley”—a pseudonym—didn’t understand what was happening to her when her pregnancy was revealed after she was throwing up so much that her mother took her to a local medical center. In 2018, abortion after fifteen weeks’ gestation, in almost all cases, was banned in Mississippi. Before the reversal of Roe, Ashley could have accessed care in the nearby state of Tennessee. As Time magazine reported days after Ashley gave birth, there was no way Ashley’s family could afford to travel to Chicago, Illinois, the nearest place, at nine hours’ drive away, where abortion rights were protected.

			Ashley and many others are victims of the pernicious ideology—rooted in religious conservatism and biological myths passed off as scientific facts—that privileges the abstract rights of a fetus over the physical health, emotional well-being, and human rights of a pregnant person. This ideology is founded on the patriarchal belief that a woman’s reproductive capacity surmounts her autonomy as a human being. The historic denial of mothers’ parental agency has bolstered the narrative upheld by anti-choice lobbyists and lawmakers that a fetus has a separate existence from that of a pregnant person. In slave-owning states in the nineteenth century, a fetus was valued independently of its mother. Nearly two hundred years before Ashley was forced to give birth, women in the same US state were not spared violent punishments when they were pregnant—but measures were taken to protect the property they carried. Years after emancipation, Lizzie Williams, who was enslaved on a Mississippi cotton plantation, recalled how “de white folks…would dig a hole in de ground just big ’nuff fo’ her stomach, make her lie face down an whip her on de back to keep from hurtin’ de child.”

			The legacy of slavery’s dehumanization of pregnant and birthing women runs deep in Mississippi. Today, the state has among the highest rates of maternal and infant mortality and morbidity in the United States. Black birthing people are four times more likely than whites to die of pregnancy-related causes. But healthcare providers and grassroots organizers are working to help mothers and birthing parents affected by the state’s entrenched economic, social, and medical disparities. Sisters in Birth, a nonprofit based in Jackson, was founded in 2016 to provide health support, educational programs, and midwife-led birth care to parents who need it most. Currently, Sisters in Birth runs one of only three clinics in the state staffed by certified nurse midwives. Mikala Jones, who was supported by the organization through her first pregnancy, explained how Sisters in Birth’s class program and community health worker helped her through the overwhelming feelings and depression she experienced when she was coming to terms with raising her child on her own. “Their sisterhood made me stronger,” Jones wrote. “The contagious positive energy surrounded me and the informative and supportive classes were exactly what I needed. The program became an emotional outlet, a way to get to know some of the other moms, and I realized that I was not the only one going through it or afraid of the big change approaching.”

			For women like Sojourner Truth and Mau-Mau Bett, refusing to relinquish their motherhood was a means of survival. When Bett gathered Truth to her under the stars and threaded her family back together with stories of her lost children, she was mothering in resistance. At night, in their cellar dwelling, Bett and her husband “recalled and recounted” “every endearing, as well as harrowing circumstance that taxed memory could supply, from the histories of those dear departed ones…for whom their hearts still bled.” Truth wished that “all who would fain believe that slave parents have not natural affection for their offspring could have listened as she did.” It was on one of these nights that Bett, by the light of a blazing knot of pinewood, told Truth how one of her young sons had hidden, terrified, under the bed when he realized that he was about to be sold away. It was winter, and that morning he had risen early to kindle the fire for his mother.

			Truth cherished her mother’s every memory and lesson. Once she freed herself and Sophia, her next “advance” from “a state of chattelism toward that of a woman and a mother” was reclaiming her son, Peter, who had been resold by his owner, Solomon Gedney, to a planter in Alabama. The law forbade the sale of enslaved people out of the state. Under the conditions of gradual emancipation Peter should have been returned to New York. Truth, going by the name Isabella Van Wagenen, filed a suit against Gedney. In 1828, after months of proceedings, the judge ruled that Peter “be delivered into the hands of his mother—having no other master, no other controller, no other conductor, but his mother.” Truth became one of the first Black women to win a court case against a white man. Her courage, to stand up against a slave owner and assert her rights to her own child, made history. By refusing to have her identity as a mother dismissed, she was also fighting against the cultural and legal designation of children as property borne by women to be owned by men.

			Nine years later, in London, the poet, author, and social reformer Caroline Norton began a campaign against England’s unjust child custody laws. Norton’s husband, the politician George Norton, was physically and emotionally abusive. In 1835, he beat her so badly that she is thought to have suffered a miscarriage. When she left him the following year, custody of her three young sons was granted to their father. In retaliation, George Norton accused his wife of having an affair with her close friend, then prime minister Lord Melbourne. Melbourne was found not guilty of adultery—referred to by the legal euphemism criminal conversation—but in the wake of the scandal, Norton was still forbidden from seeing her children. Norton’s husband also continued to claim, as he was entitled to under couverture, the money she earned from her work as a writer. Norton channeled her anguish into lobbying for married mothers to retain custody of their young children after separation and divorce. In 1837, she published Observations on the Natural Claim of the Mother to the Custody of Her Infant Children as Affected by the Common Law Right of the Father, a pamphlet that detailed the experiences of other women who were affected by and had challenged the “whole power” of a father to deprive a mother of her children.

			Like Wollstonecraft, Norton believed that a mother who carried her child in her body, who ensured their survival from birth, who spent many “anxious nights” watching over them, had a “natural” parental right that surmounted the man-made rule of law. In 1838, Norton wrote a follow-up pamphlet, The Separation of Mother and Child by Law of “Custody of Infants,” Considered, which helped garner parliamentary and public support for the Custody of Infants Act. Passed in 1839, the act didn’t alter the presumption of paternal authority. But it did mean that separated and divorced women could petition courts for custody of children of the “tender years”—seven and under—and access rights to older children, so estranged mothers were no longer completely powerless.

			Norton, a well-connected socialite, was friends with progressive reformers, politicians, and writers who supported her cause. One was Mary Shelley, whose mother, Wollstonecraft, passionately objected to the injustices of couverture. Shelley grew up under the shadow of her mother’s death, and her own mothering life was scored with sadness. Her daughter with poet Percy Bysshe Shelley was born two months premature, on February 22, 1815. Thirteen days later, Shelley awoke in the night to breastfeed her, but she “appeared to be sleeping so quietly.” It wasn’t until morning that Shelley realized her baby girl was dead. The following year, she lost her older half sister, Fanny—her mother’s first “little twitcher”—who took her own life with an overdose of laudanum. While the Shelleys were traveling across Italy, they lost their one-year-old daughter, Clara, to fever. Their son, William, nicknamed Willmouse, died of malaria, aged three, two years later. In 1822, Shelley suffered a devastating pregnancy loss when Percy, her only surviving child, was a toddler. The depth of Shelley’s grief was unbearable.

			Years later, in 1837, Shelley read drafts of Norton’s first campaign pamphlet. Her support for her friend’s cause was as personal as it was political. In 1823, the year after her husband’s death, her father-in-law, Sir Timothy Shelley, agreed to financially support Percy on the condition that he was brought up by a foster carer of his choosing. Shelley refused to give up her son. “I could not live ten days without Percy,” she wrote. For her, any “state of society that should…enforce the necessity of a boy…being separated from all maternal care” was unconscionable.

			Norton continued campaigning for the rights of divorced and separated mothers after she suffered the loss of her youngest son, William, in 1842, while he was living on his father’s estate. Shortly after his ninth birthday, William died of septicemia from a minor injury he sustained while out riding a pony. If his father had looked after him properly after the accident, William’s life would have been saved. Norton wasn’t called for until it was too late. While she was lobbying for divorce law reforms in 1855—which were instituted two years later, when the Matrimonial Causes Act was passed and divorce proceedings could be brought in civil courts—Norton wrote an appeal letter to Queen Victoria, where she shared her painful loss to illuminate the consequences of enforced maternal separation. “One of my children was…killed, for the want of the commonest care a mother would have given,” Norton wrote. “[W]hat I endured, and yet lived past…under the evil law which suffered any man, for vengeance or for interest, to take baby children from the mother, I shall not even try to explain.”

			When Queen Victoria received Norton’s letter, she was the mother of eight children. Although Victoria professed to loathe pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding, she had become the paragon of maternal, domestic femininity. During her reign, the cultural and political ideologies of motherhood that had been fomenting since the Roman imperial age coalesced in the figure of the “true woman.” To be admitted into the “cult of True Womanhood,” a term coined by historian Barbara Welter in 1966, a woman had to be pious, pure, submissive, and domestic. Being a good mother was contingent on embodying these virtues. It was from the marital home that idealized mothers exerted their “secret and silent influence” over the world. And it was through the “faithful discharge” of her domestic duties that the true woman expressed her maternal love and affection.

			In the Victorian narrative of good motherhood, there was no match for the care and attention shown by a birth mother to her children—especially during infancy, when the seeds of their characters and constitutions were sown. Authors of the many motherhood and childcare treatises published from the mid-nineteenth century emphasized the sacred ties between mother and child. Cutting those ties was considered an affront to nature—so any law that enforced such a cut, Norton argued, was surely “absurd and unnatural.” A man’s allotted place, she pointed out, was in the public realm of industry and commerce, serving the economy. “The daily tenderness, the watchful care, the thousand offices of love, which infancy requires, cannot be supplied by any father, however vigilant and affectionate,” Norton wrote. “[T]he occupations of his life would alone prevent his fulfilling the petty cares which surround the cradle.” In a mother’s absence, children’s care would be deferred to another woman—a maid or governess, a female relative, or a “paramour” in the often vexed and distrusted role of stepmother. For Norton, punishing infant children by replacing the “sufficient” care of a mother with the “insufficient” care of a father was not only unnatural, but dangerous.

			For Norton, who possessed many of the qualities of idealized Victorian motherhood, a father’s love was “at best… a reflected shadow of that which fills [a mother’s] heart.” She was defending her rights and those of other estranged mothers by arguing for the preservation of a bond that the dominant culture insisted was vital for the health, well-being, and moral goodness of children and society. If a mother willfully abandoned her marriage and her children, she was monstrous. So how could a law that enabled such abandonment against a mother’s will not be considered equally monstrous? By no means were all mothers barred from their children’s lives when marriages broke down—many husbands didn’t deny their wives custody or contact—but they were legally entitled to. For many thousands of women in the nineteenth century, however, being separated from one’s children was the norm, not the exception. And women forced into slavery knew better than anyone the cruelty of laws that entitled men to sever the bonds between mother and child.

			When Sojourner Truth defended her maternal rights in the courthouse, she couldn’t invoke the narrative of sacrosanct motherly love reserved for white women. Truth was battling not only to have her motherhood respected, but to be recognized as a mother at all. Her ability to be a mother to Peter was ruptured, and she had to rebuild her relationship with him from scratch. When they were reunited, Peter didn’t know who Truth was. The conditions of slavery had broken their bonds, and the violations Peter suffered had traumatized him. But after they talked and Truth allayed Peter’s fears, he said: “Well, you do look like my mother used to.”

			The realization that enslaved women were forcibly separated from their children was too much for some white women to bear. From the 1830s, female activists became increasingly involved in the abolition movement by contributing to campaigns led by antislavery societies and raising public awareness through writing and lecturing. As society’s moral guardians, mothers found, in the antislavery movement, opportunities to extend their influence and mothering work beyond “the domestic line.” And it was as mothers, compelled to sympathize with other mothers, that many women were called to the cause. How could any woman, maternal abolitionists implored, be forbidden from exercising the love and care that was so fundamental to her existence, her very humanity? In 1851, in her influential abolitionist novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Harriet Beecher Stowe pleaded with the “mothers of America” to “pity the mother who has all your affections, and not one legal right to protect, guide, or educate the children of her bosom!”

			Stowe, a Christian author, “beseeched” white mothers to contribute to the antislavery cause by invoking the era’s reverence for sacred maternal love. What connected free and enslaved mothers was their God-granted duty to nurture, protect, and tend. Stowe made her appeals in the sentimental language of idealized motherhood. For her, mothering endowed women with the capacity to “love and feel for all mankind.” Throughout the nineteenth century, Uncle Tom’s Cabin sold more copies than any book other than the Bible—and through its popularity Stowe stoked public concern about the injustices of slavery. But while the novel advanced the abolitionist cause, it also upheld and perpetuated damaging racist stereotypes. And the way Stowe framed the archetype of the privileged Christian mother as a unifying force for good was steeped in white saviorism. By petitioning, writing, fundraising, and organizing, white women in the Northern and Southern states made valuable contributions to the antislavery movement. Appealing to the compassion mothers were lauded for possessing stirred the hearts of many into action. But their emphasis on the shared emotional states of free and enslaved mothers and on the victimhood of enslaved women was patronizing and in many ways dehumanizing.

			Overidentifying with enslaved women was a common theme in white women’s abolitionist endeavors, even among politically astute activists. Where Stowe sought to liberate enslaved mothers by promoting moral motherhood, progressive antislavery advocates including Sarah Grimké and her sister Angelina felt a commonality between their oppressions as white women under patriarchy and the degradations enslaved women suffered. While emphasizing their shared humanity incited sympathy from white women, what they endured was beyond comparison. As Harriet Jacobs, abolitionist and author of the memoir Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, wrote, “Slavery is terrible for men; but it is far more terrible for women. Superadded to the burden common to all, they have wrongs, and sufferings, and mortifications peculiarly their own.”

			Jacobs was born into slavery in North Carolina in 1813. As a young child, she was taught to read and write and sew by her mistress, the daughter of the late tavernkeeper who owned Jacobs’s mother. But when Jacobs was twelve, her mistress died—and it was revealed that she had bequeathed Jacobs to her sister’s five-year-old daughter. The master of the house in which Jacobs was now enslaved subjected her to years of horrendous cruelty and abuse. In the early 1850s, after Jacobs made her courageous escape and gained her freedom, she lived in New York with the abolitionists and social reformers Amy and Isaac Post. The Posts were Quakers—the first religion to condemn slavery—and throughout the 1840s, they hosted lectures by prominent figures in the movement including Truth. Jacobs and Amy Post became close, and she encouraged Jacobs to publish the stories of her life. Jacobs was reticent about revealing what she had been through. But in 1853, in scraps of time she claimed for herself while working as a nanny, she began writing her story. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl was published in 1861. Through the character of Linda Brent—her pseudonym—Jacobs bravely testified to her experiences of being a woman and a mother while enslaved. The “slave mother,” Jacobs showed, “may be…degraded by the system that has brutalized her since childhood, but she has a mother’s instincts, and is capable of feeling a mother’s agonies.”

			Narratives by formerly enslaved women called attention to the horrors of slavery and to the fortitude, resilience, and courage of their authors. They also revealed what it was really like to bear and mother children under such conditions. Truth explained how she reclaimed Peter in The Narrative of Sojourner Truth—first published in 1850—her account of her life while enslaved and her first years as a freewoman and activist. Few enslaved people were able to testify to their own experiences in their own writing. Truth couldn’t read or write, so she dictated her narrative to Olive Gilbert, whom she met in 1828 at the Northampton Association of Education and Industry, a utopian socialist community that supported equal rights for all people. Many members were associates of the social reformer and equality advocate William Lloyd Garrison, who founded the American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS) in Philadelphia in 1833. Days after the first AASS meeting, eighteen women, including African American activist Margaretta Forten and educator Sarah Mapps Douglass—the first Black woman to study at the Female Medical College of Pennsylvania—formed the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society (PFASS). At the Anti-Slavery Convention of Women, hosted in Philadelphia by the PFASS on May 15, 1838, members defined their mission as abolitionist mothers. “[E]very mother is bound by imperative obligations, to instruct her children in the principles of genuine abolition, by teaching them the nature and sanctity of human rights, and the claims of the great law of love, as binding alike on every member of the human family.”

			As they began to “articulate and record their experiences”—as the late, great bell hooks wrote—formerly enslaved women “broke through the long years of silence” that had kept their subjectivity, as woman and as mothers, hidden from history. Truth’s Narrative, like Jacobs’s Incidents, is one of the most moving and revelatory accounts of a woman’s life under slavery. Truth’s experiences as a mother and her memories of being mothered by Bett are at the heart of her story. Slavery, on every conceivable level, is an abuse of human rights. But enslaved women were not without agency—nor were they, as Roberts writes, “passive puppets in a unidimensional plot to control their actions.”

			In their narratives, and in interviews given during the later nineteenth and early twentieth century, formerly enslaved women revealed how, as individuals and in community, they affirmed their motherhood. Truth kept one of her babies close when she toiled in the fields, by placing him in a basket and suspending it from the branches of a tree. She made sure the basket was at the right height for her to breastfeed while standing up. Her younger child, not yet big enough to work outside, swung the basket to lull the baby when he stirred. Enslaved women of West and Central African descent shared aspects of motherwork, passed down across generations of mothers, which helped fellow enslaved women keep their babies safe and nourished while they worked. Many recalled how “granny midwives,” older women with birth care expertise, used their inherited skills of healing and folk medicine to tend women through their pregnancies and deliveries. Covert knowledge of herbal remedies also enabled women to defy slave owners’ control of their bodies and their reproduction. On plantations in the South, women like Mary Gaffney, who was enslaved in Texas, chewed on cotton root because it was known to have contraceptive effects. “I never did have any slaves to grow and Maser he wondered what was the matter,” Gaffney revealed in an interview in the 1930s for the Federal Writers’ Project collection of enslaved people’s histories; “I kept cotton roots and chewed them all the time…so I never did have any children while I was a slave.”

			In 1893, Anna Julia Cooper, the activist, educator, author, and “Mother of Black Feminism,” reflected on enslaved women’s struggle for their body sovereignty, and their motherhood, in a speech at the World’s Congress of Representative Women in Chicago.

			“The painful, patient, silent toil of mothers to gain a free simple title to the bodies of their daughters, the despairing fight…to keep hallowed their own persons, would furnish material for epics.” When Cooper gave her speech, the US women’s rights movement, led by white activists, thinkers, and writers, had been campaigning for forty-five years for women’s humanity to no longer be diminished by patriarchal laws and customs. The right to govern their bodies and their reproduction was integral to this campaign. But the movement’s white leaders were not the first to call for women’s liberation as people, as human beings. From the very beginnings of the movement, Black women activists for equal and civil rights fought to have the needs of racialized people represented in a movement that privileged the concerns of white middle-class, educated women. And while white women lobbied for their rights to be more than mothers, Black women affirmed their long-denied right to be mothers, and in their mothering, to build a better world.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				Enlightened

			
			“The work of the mothers of our race is grandly constructive,” declared Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, activist, author, and educator, in a speech to the Brooklyn Literary Society in November 1892. Harper was born free, in 1825, in the slave-owning state of Maryland. Since the 1850s, she had campaigned tirelessly for the rights of enslaved and free Black people. She worked as an abolitionist and toured as a lecturer for the Anti-Slavery Societies of Maine and Philadelphia. She was also an author of novels, short stories, and journalism, and one of the most renowned poets in the United States. In 1854, Harper published her second volume of poetry, Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects, which became a bestseller and was reprinted at least twenty times.

			When Harper gave her speech, titled “Enlightened Motherhood,” almost thirty years had passed since President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, which initiated the abolition of slavery. With a new century dawning, Harper was calling for Black women who mothered to be granted the dignity and respect previously reserved for white mothers. Since emancipation, Black women had been striving to unify their families, make their homes, and raise their children amid harsh discriminations. For their mothering to be valued, in a society blighted by racist judgments about their capacity to be mothers, they needed to be respected, empowered, and supported. “We need mothers who are capable of being character builders, patient, loving, strong, and true, whose homes will be an uplifting power in the race,” she declared. “No race can afford to neglect the enlightenment of its mothers.”

			As a Black woman in postbellum America, Harper was haunted by slavery’s legacy of maternal grief. Her own mother died when she was very young, so she was raised by her aunt, Henrietta Watkins, and her uncle, William Watkins Sr., the abolitionist and educator who founded a school for Black children in Baltimore in 1820. Watkins cultivated Harper’s activist spirit and her intellect. But she mourned the loss of her mother. “Have I yearned for a mother’s love? The grave was my robber. Before three years had scattered their blight around my path, death had won my mother from me,” she wrote later in life to a friend.

			Harper called for Black women who mothered to “uplift” their race beyond the degradations of chattel slavery. But she also knew that what women endured, as enslaved mothers, should never be forgotten. Her poetry commemorated their sufferings. In “The Slave Auction,” “mothers stood with streaming eyes / And saw their dearest children sold.” “He is not hers, although she bore for him a mother’s pain,” lamented “The Slave Mother,” which captured the moments before a mother and her young son were separated. Harper’s poems are often sentimental in their evocations of maternal love and sorrow, but her mothers are not helpless victims. They weep with fear and clasp their hands, but they won’t be silenced—their defiant shrieks are so loud the forests echo, the very air is disturbed. In “Eliza Harris,” the titular heroine, “a woman whose crime is the hue of her face,” runs to freedom, with her baby in her arms, through dense woods and across a frozen lake, while being pursued by her master and slave catchers armed with rifles and bloodhounds.

			Eliza Harris, who is also a character in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, was based on a real woman who escaped slavery when she learned that her only living child, her two-year-old daughter, would be taken from her and sold away. She crossed the Ohio River, which was beginning to thaw, by holding her daughter tight in her arms and either jumping between the cakes of ice or plunging into the water and carefully sliding on to the next cake. Harris made it to a station of the Underground Railroad and traveled to Canada, where she and her daughter settled. Four years before Harper’s Poems was published, Congress passed the Fugitive Slave Act, which obliged all law enforcement officials and citizens in free states to arrest any person suspected of having escaped slavery. If they couldn’t show their manumission papers, they were returned to slave owners or sold back into slavery. In Harper’s “Eliza Harris,” the fugitive mother, who evades capture like the real Harris did, is prepared to brave “poverty, danger, and death” so the “child of her love is no longer a slave.” And if she cannot give him his freedom, she will “find him a grave!”

			The movement to abolish slavery had raised the political consciousnesses of many activist-minded women. As well as awakening them to the relationship between motherhood and social justice, it brought them together in political community and taught them how to lobby, petition, and organize. In the United States, it was through the antislavery movement that white women activists joined the burgeoning campaign for women’s equality. The nineteenth-century women’s movement was inaugurated in earnest on July 19, 1848, the first day of the first Women’s Rights Convention. The Convention, held at the Wesleyan Methodist Chapel in Seneca Falls in upstate New York, was organized by prominent white abolitionists including Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who met for the first time in London in 1840 at the World Anti-Slavery Convention. The Declaration of Sentiments, agreed upon at Seneca Falls, described how laws and customs derived from “the false supposition of the supremacy of man” robbed women of their humanity. Signed by sixty-eight women and thirty-two men, the Declaration demanded “immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to [women] as citizens of these United States,” including employment, economic independence, marital equity, custody of children after separation and divorce, and “elective franchise”—the right to vote.

			Seneca Falls couldn’t have happened without its organizers’ involvement in abolitionism. However, not one Black woman attended the convention. Harper, who made her first speech at a women’s rights convention in 1866, was, along with Truth, one of the few Black leaders of the early movement. And like Truth, she reminded her white counterparts that their demands must be inclusive and intersectional. Equality for Black women, Harper explained in her 1866 speech, titled “We Are All Bound Up Together,” could not be achieved without dismantling the racism that endangered and diminished the lives of all Black people. She urged the “white women of America” to understand that genuine liberation wasn’t possible in a privileged vacuum. “You white women speak here of rights,” she declared. “I speak of wrongs.”

			At the time, Harper was mothering, on her own, her four-year-old daughter, Mary, and her three stepchildren from her late husband Fenton’s previous marriage. In 1864, three months after Fenton’s sudden death, Harper discovered that he had amassed serious debt. The contents of their farm in Columbus, Ohio, which she bought with her own savings as a place for them to live and work and raise their children, were seized by administrators. They even took the “milk crocks and wash tubs” she used to make the butter that she sold at the Columbus market. There was nothing Harper could do. The laws of couverture decreed that everything she owned became her husband’s the second they were married. So, Harper explained, “I took my children in my arms, and went out to make my living.”

			While Harper was away finding work, a neighbor who claimed she was not the owner of the farm received permission from a magistrate to seize Harper’s feather bed. Since the 1850s, Harper had been committed to “battling against [the] wrongs” that were the “inheritance” of her race. She had resisted joining the women’s movement because she didn’t believe its white-privileged agenda represented the concerns of racialized women like her. But when her possessions and her livelihood were taken from her by the double injustices of patriarchal laws and racism, she knew she had to take up the women’s rights platform—especially on behalf of Black women who were specifically and differently oppressed. “[J]ustice is not fulfilled so long as woman is unequal before the law,” Harper pronounced.

			Married women’s right to retain ownership of their assets, wages, and savings was a crucial battleground for campaigners in the United States and the UK—as was mothers’ entitlement to custody of their children after divorce and separation. With the Declaration of Sentiments listing husbands’ claims to their wives’ property as one of the “repeated injuries and usurpations” inflicted by men to establish their “absolute tyranny” over women, calls for the law to be changed rose. By the end of the Civil War, Married Women’s Property Acts were passed in twenty-nine states. But Ohio, where Harper lived, didn’t pass an Act until 1887. All married women were vulnerable to the injustices of couverture—but a Black woman left with nothing had to struggle that much harder to rebuild her life and support her children. Harper, who was a professional writer before she married, was able to earn a living as a lecturer and journalist. But as a Black single mother, she was still affected by racism. Even if all women were granted economic independence and custody rights, her life would continue to be affected until Black people were recognized and respected as equal citizens.

			Back in the 1830s, mother-writers like Lydia Sigourney promoted a maternal ideology termed Republican Motherhood. Coined by historian Linda Kerber in 1976, this term described how the cultural emphasis on domestic mothering as a stately duty, which began during the Enlightenment, endowed motherhood with social and political purpose. This ideology, of course, loaded new meaning onto ingrained patriarchal messaging. But at a time when mothers had few opportunities to participate in public life, the sense that they were aiding “the vital interests of [their] country” was meaningful and validating. However, the mothers being lauded in the dominant expressions of Republican Motherhood were middle-class white birth mothers whose sphere of existence was the marital home.

			In “Enlightened Motherhood,” Harper valorized Black mothers’ virtues in terms resonant of Republican Motherhood. “The moment the crown of motherhood falls on the brow of a young wife, God gives her a new interest in the welfare of the home and the good of society.” But Harper wasn’t trying to assimilate Black motherhood into a white nationalist agenda. She was arguing for Black women’s equal claim to the dignified status of maternal citizenship. When they were “enlightened” to the social and political meanings vested in their roles as mothers, Black women would be able to “teach their children to embrace every opportunity, employ every power, and use every means to build up a future to contrast with the old sad past.”

			Black women’s right to raise their own children in their own homes was profoundly political. For Harper, the home wasn’t a place where their potential as people was oppressed. By fulfilling the “duties and responsibilities” of domestic mothering, they were constructing a hopeful future for themselves, their children, and their “race.” But while Black women were fighting to reclaim their identities as mothers, white women were pushing back against the insistence that domestic motherhood was womankind’s highest—and only—purpose. For Harper, mothering in the home could be liberatory. But for Elizabeth Cady Stanton, there was nothing liberating about the restriction of one’s life to kitchen and cradle. Black and white activists were campaigning for women to have autonomy over their maternal bodies and agency in their mothering lives. But where Harper was advocating for collective liberation—from racism and the inequalities riven by racism—Stanton, who prioritized the needs of educated white women in her activism, was intent not on inclusive social justice, but on securing women’s rights as individuals. And as a white married mother in nineteenth-century America, the presiding impediments to her individual liberties were the legal and social conventions of “wifehood and motherhood.”

			Stanton wanted motherhood to be an occupation a woman chose for herself, not a duty-bound consequence of patriarchal marriage. Following Wollstonecraft, she believed women’s first duty was to themselves. “Wifehood and motherhood,” she proclaimed, should no longer be the defining purposes of a woman’s life, but “mere incidents” within it. And for her womanhood, in Stanton’s words, to be her “first consideration,” she must be granted the “sovereign right to her own person,” which meant gaining full control of her body and reproductive destiny. To achieve this, Stanton advocated for Voluntary Motherhood, by which married women decided when and if they became pregnant by having intercourse only when they wanted to and not whenever their husbands demanded. Sex in marriage should happen only when a woman consented—and what she was consenting to was pregnancy.

			The principle of Voluntary Motherhood, that sex should happen only with intent to procreate, today seems more than a little prudish. But in the nineteenth century, mothers were often assumed to have no sex drive whatsoever because their “passion” had been consumed by maternal instinct. By advocating for wives’ sexual consent, Stanton and others were acknowledging that they were very conscious of their physical desires. Proposing that wives governed the sex lives of marriages, when the laws of America and Britain didn’t recognize marital rape as either a crime or a possibility, was bold and urgent. Under couverture, a married woman ceased to be her own person. As the English barrister and judge Sir Matthew Hale elucidated, in Historia Placitorum Coronæ (The History of the Pleas of the Crown), the eighteenth-century treatise on England’s criminal law, this meant she had surrendered her rights to her own body. “[The] husband cannot be guilty of a rape committed by himself upon his lawful wife,” Hale wrote, “for by their mutual matrimonial consent and contract, the wife hath given up herself in this kind unto her husband, which she cannot retract.” The recognition of marital rape as a crime remained one of feminism’s foremost battles for well over a century after Stanton and her contemporaries began campaigning for married women’s sexual and reproductive consent. It wasn’t until the 1990s, after decades of law reform activism by feminists involved in the anti-rape movement, that marital rape was criminalized in the United States and the UK.

			Being able to choose when she became a mother was central to a woman’s reclamation of her personal sovereignty. By championing Voluntary Motherhood, campaigners were also challenging the patriarchal “tyranny” that reduced women to sexual objects and reproductive vessels. In her 1856 essay “Marriage,” Sarah Grimké argued that the designation of woman as man’s marital property destroyed “her most sacred rights.” If she had no choice about marital sex, she had no choice but to endure multiple pregnancies. Grimké watched her sister, Angelina, suffer through the early years of her marriage because of the damage inflicted on her body and mind by successive pregnancies. Angelina had a prolapsed uterus, which in the mid-nineteenth century was usually incurable, so she was forced her to give up her abolitionist work. Since a woman risked her health and sacrificed her needs and ambitions for domestic motherhood, then “she ought,” Grimké wrote, “to have the right of controlling all preliminaries.”

			By positioning women’s agency as the determining factor in reproduction, Voluntary Motherhood was the first public expression of what would become, in the early twentieth century, the feminist birth control movement. But its advocates were calling for women to make self-determined choices about their bodies and their motherhood through sexual consent. What they were not championing was women’s right to enjoy sex without the risk of pregnancy or to end pregnancies they didn’t want. In 1873, Congress passed the Comstock laws, which made distributing and selling devices and information pertaining to sexual health, sexuality, and birth control a federal offense. Before Comstock, contraceptives including condoms, diaphragms, pessaries, and douching syringes—which women used to inject ingredients with spermicidal and abortifacient properties such as baking soda, vinegar, and borax into their vaginas—were widely available. These methods were not always reliable or safe. But along with guidebooks advising people about how to limit their fertility, they were accessible and not regulated by criminal law. Before the mid- to late nineteenth century, procuring an abortion before quickening—which William Blackstone defined as the moment when “life…begins in contemplation of law”—had not usually been a matter of legal concern. But in response to the upswing in married women having abortions, physicians in the newly formed American Medical Association (AMA) launched a crusade to criminalize abortion at any stage of pregnancy and punish the people, who were mostly female midwives and health caregivers, who provided advice and care.

			The leader of the anti-abortion crusade, a racist, misogynistic gynecologist named Horatio Storer, claimed that having abortions destroyed the quality good married mothers were most lauded for possessing—morality. But like today’s anti-choice conservatives, Storer and his cohort were more concerned about bolstering the white national birth rate—and maintaining patriarchal order—than “protecting women” and preserving their maternal natures. They were also reacting against the mounting calls for women’s rights and equality. If the rise in abortion among married women represented their need to be more than maternal servants, then authoritative men were going to wield their weapons to restore patriarchal order. For Storer, a married woman who intentionally ended a pregnancy—especially one who did so to gain some autonomy over her body and in her life—was immoral, unnatural, or insane. No “true wife,” he wrote, desired “undue power in public life,…undue control in domestic affairs,…[or] privileges not justly her own.”

			By 1880, many states implemented laws criminalizing abortion care. In the UK, the Offences Against the Person Act, passed in 1861, made any woman found guilty of using “any Poison or other noxious Thing…or Instrument or other means whatsoever” with intent to induce her own “Miscarriage” liable to a sentence of penal servitude for no less than three years, or imprisonment for up to two. The same punishment applied to any person convicted of supplying or administering said poisons and instruments. But criminalization only pushed the practice underground, endangering the health and lives of women who couldn’t afford the covert services of the professional physicians who continued to provide abortion care for pay.

			Neither Stanton nor Susan B. Anthony—the renowned American social reformer who became Stanton’s friend in 1851 and collaborated with her on the campaign for women’s rights—argued against the criminalization of abortion. This, coupled with the attribution to Anthony of an anonymous 1869 essay that referred to abortion as “child murder,” has emboldened present-day right-wing lobbyists to campaign for the reduction and removal of reproductive care and choice in the name of feminism. But as historian Ann D. Gordon reminded organizations who make such claims, Anthony said nothing about fetal “life” or the state control of pregnancy. Such organizations also claim that Anthony would have supported the pro-life cause if she were alive today. But her politics cannot be equated with present-day concerns—least of all with those of people who demand women carry all pregnancies to term, in all circumstances, and would deny them lifesaving medical care. In the mid-nineteenth century, safe abortion care was not accessible for all, and self-administered abortifacients could be health- and life-endangering. For many early women’s rights activists, abortion was an “unfortunate” necessity in a society where women bore the penalty for men’s unchecked “lust and selfishness.” What does connect the feminism of Anthony and Stanton to that of today is the fight for motherhood to be freely chosen by people who mother—not enforced by either male sexual entitlement or pronatalist conservatives fixated on controlling women’s bodies and lives.

			Voluntary Motherhood was one element of early feminists’ campaign to release women from their dependent and disempowered status within marriages. Before marital laws were reformed, it presented a tangible way for married women to exert some control not only over reproduction but in their everyday lives. It was not children who were the problem, but the demands on women’s time and labor—and bodies and minds—that piled up with each pregnancy and robbed them of the pleasure and enjoyment of mothering. Stanton and her husband, journalist, attorney, and reformer Henry Brewster Stanton, married in 1840. Over seventeen years they had seven children, who were all, Stanton claimed, consciously conceived. She was proud of her “free-range” approach to child-raising and stressed the importance of allowing girls to run around and play outside. Mothers, Stanton believed, could do their part to address gender injustices by teaching their daughters that “they too have a right to the universe; that their home is the world.” By encouraging their sons to enjoy reading, drawing, and sewing—and showing them, through the treatment of their sisters as equals, that women were not to be pitied and patronized—mothers could instill in them “feminine virtues and accomplishments.”

			The family home, in the patriarchal imagination, had always represented a microcosm of the male-ruled state. But in Stanton’s politics, it was the mother-governed locus of social transformation. The daily grind of her own mothering life, however, was hardly an egalitarian paradise. When Stanton and her husband moved to Seneca Falls in 1847, they had three sons between the ages of two and five, and they ran her ragged. Her husband was often away working, and the extent of her daily duties left her feeling demoralized. It was after meeting with Lucretia Mott in 1848 and confessing her “long-accumulated discontent” with “women’s portion as a wife, mother, housekeeper, physician, and spiritual guide” that Stanton became determined to remedy “the wrongs of society in general, and of women in particular.” The idea to host the first national convention on women’s rights was born of Stanton’s conviction that women’s potential as people and as mothers was stifled by the obligations of unequal marriage. The revolution in motherhood—as Wollstonecraft had proposed more than fifty years earlier—would begin when mothering was a self-determined choice, not a dependent demand.

			“The economically independent mother, widened and freed, strengthened and developed…will do better service as mother than it has been possible to her before,” wrote Charlotte Perkins Gilman, author, suffragist, and social reformer, in 1898, in her first book, Women and Economics. Six years earlier, Gilman wrote “The Yellow Wallpaper,” the short story that cemented her legacy as one of history’s foremost voices on women’s oppression. “The Yellow Wallpaper” was inspired by Gilman’s experience of suffering with and being treated for a depressive breakdown after the birth of her only child, Katherine, in March 1885. Gilman had long struggled with her mental health, but her depression intensified after she got married to painter Charles Walter Stetson and became pregnant. She hoped that once she gave birth, she would recover. “The coming of my baby was unmeasured joy and hope, with the highest purposes of wisest, tenderest care,” she wrote in her autobiography, The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman. But, after Katherine was born, her mind fell into “black helplessness.” “[W]arm efficient love” evaded her, and in its place was a “dull, constant pain” that filled her with shame and fear. “Nothing,” she reflected, “was more utterly bitter than this, that even motherhood brought no joy.”

			Gilman was too weak to work or eat, too exhausted to read, write, or talk. But her illness, rather than being connected to pregnancy, birth, or new motherhood, was assumed to be “nervous prostration,” an early term for the wildly popular late-nineteenth-century diagnosis neurasthenia. After being dismissed by doctors as having nothing physically wrong with her, Gilman traveled from her home in New England to the Philadelphia clinic of the “nerve specialist” Silas Weir Mitchell. She spent one month there, receiving his infamous “Rest Cure.” Mitchell, who also insisted there was nothing the matter with her, told her she would remain well when she returned home providing she obeyed his orders to “[live] as domestic a life as possible. Have your child with you all the time…Have but two hours’ intellectual life a day. And never touch pen, brush, or pencil as long as you live.”

			Women who suffered postpartum mental and emotional distress were still being diagnosed in the late nineteenth century with puerperal insanity—although the diagnosis was beginning to lose prominence. Since first being named, puerperal insanity had been regarded as a derangement of a woman’s natural feminine state. Her symptoms and behaviors, coupled with her neglect of maternal and domestic duties, meant she was often seen as a disrupter of the sacred order of home and family rather than as an unwell woman in need of care. The aim of treatment was to restore patients’ motherly sensibilities, and with them, the harmony of their homes. At the end of the century, regimens for new mothers diagnosed with nervous exhaustion were also designed to return them to their rightful state as contented homemakers and caregivers. In Gilman’s nerve-obsessed era, women were assumed to have limited resources of physiological and mental energy—and those were supposed to be expended only on homemaking, childbearing, and mothering. To “cure” a woman like Gilman, who wrote and painted and tutored, it was necessary to rid her of all extraneous energy-sapping stimuli. Gilman couldn’t hold, dress, or nurse Katherine without shaking and crying. So when Mitchell commanded her to forgo her intellectual and creative practices and spend every moment with her child, it was inevitable that her condition would deteriorate. After following Mitchell’s “directions rigidly for months,” Gilman “came perilously near to losing [her] mind.” She tried to escape her torment by crawling into cupboards and playing with a “baby” she made out of rags.

			Gilman did not believe that her breakdown was exacerbated by her new identity as a mother or the domestic pressures of caring for her child. Rather, she was shattered by the restrictions that marital domesticity imposed on her thoughts, creativity, and personal freedom. Contrary to the prevailing opinion of neurologists and physicians, the reduction of her “intellectual life” was the cause, not the cure, of her mental unrest. In 1887, Gilman and her husband decided to separate. The following year, she moved with Katherine to Pasadena, where her close friend, writer and poet Grace Ellery Channing, lived. In Pasadena, Gilman began her career as a professional writer and became involved with women-led reform organizations and socialist politics. For four years, she lived and worked as a single mother. She was happiest when Katherine, in her words, “was mine alone.” She wrote of them cuddling and resting and playing at being birds in the nest in the bed they shared in their room with the south-facing window, shaded by white roses. In 1894, when Gilman was offered a full-time job as a reformist newspaper editor in San Francisco, she decided it was best for nine-year-old Katherine to live with her father, who was now in a relationship with and would later marry none other than Grace Channing. Waving goodbye to Katherine at the train station broke Gilman’s heart. For years she couldn’t look at a mother and child together, even in a picture, without crying. But she considered her dearest Grace, Katherine’s “second mother,” to be “fully as good as the first, better in some ways perhaps.”

			Over the next few years, Gilman lectured and wrote about her socialist vision for improving the “position of women.” She had learned from bitter experience how the denial of women’s independence could wreck both their identities as people and their capacities as mothers. Gilman’s mother, Mary, who lost her first son in childbirth, was deserted by her husband shortly after Gilman was born in 1860. Over nineteen years, Mary, with Gilman and her younger brother, Thomas, was forced, by poverty and debt, to move house eighteen times. But Mary managed to raise her children “with unusual intelligence and effectiveness.” She followed all the latest child healthcare advice and practiced the principles of play-based learning and moral nurturance pioneered by educators like Elizabeth Peabody, who opened the US’s first public kindergarten in Boston in 1860. But in her grief at being abandoned by her husband, Mary withheld affection from her children in a lopsided attempt to prevent them suffering the heartache she had. Gilman couldn’t fault her mother’s sense of duty. She was keenly aware of how hard it was to be a good mother in a society that hitched women’s identities and existences so tightly to men.

			In the late summer of 1896, Gilman began pouring her theories about emancipated motherhood into the book that became Women and Economics. Under patriarchy, she argued, marriage was a transactional arrangement in which wives were obliged to pay the “debt” they owed their husbands for ensuring their survival. Mothering, one of the services married women performed in exchange for food, clothing, and shelter, had been reduced to a commodity. But if women were afforded the time, space, and means to become “self-realized individuals,” they could become “wiser, stronger, and nobler” mothers. Echoing Wollstonecraft’s vision for the liberation of mothers’ potential as people, Gilman believed that women’s attainment of their independence, their personhood—whether through paid employment, community organizing, creative practice, or intellectual activity—would transform mothering into a rewarding, joyful occupation.

			Shortly before she began writing Women and Economics, Gilman was invited by Sarah Jane Farmer, founder of the Greenacre Colony in Maine, to give a talk at a “metaphysical summer school.” She planned to speak about her theories of New Motherhood, but was told by Farmer that another attendee didn’t think Gilman fit to lecture on such a topic because she had “given up her child.” Belief in the superior caregiving capacities of birth mothers prevailed in the late nineteenth century. But Gilman, whose personal life was no secret, promoted her conviction that the best mother for a child was not necessarily the one who birthed them, but the one “worth having.” Integral to the New Motherhood was the repudiation of the idea that biological mothers must be their children’s sole caregivers. Gilman encouraged women to share their mothering with female relatives or employed nurses. If they could afford it, she recommended they place their infants and younger children, even for a few hours a week, in one of the kindergartens or day nurseries that had been opening across the United States since the mid-nineteenth century. Shared mothering, or, as Gilman called it, “wider maternity,” wouldn’t break a mother’s bond with her child. Rather, it would increase her love and appreciation for them, because her life was no longer defined by them alone. Gilman was a suffragist, but she believed releasing women from isolated motherhood and “house-servitude” would do far more for their equality than “the use of the ballot.”

			Like many social reformers, Gilman was influenced by Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theories, which, during the late nineteenth century, were informing debates around women’s responsibilities as mothers to the progress of human society. For sociologists, physicians, and commentators determined to maintain the gender-divided status quo, Darwinism offered supposedly irrefutable new justifications for restricting women’s lives and liberties. Patriarchs had always claimed women’s possession of maternal instinct was biologically determined. But where this instinct had been promoted in the past as God-granted, it was now a scientifically “proven” precedent that happened to be fundamental to the successful perpetuation of the human race.

			For anti-feminists, evolutionary theory endorsed the time-honored assumption that women, by virtue of their reproductive organs and innate motherliness, were physically and intellectually inferior to men. It also proved that permitting women to expand their lives beyond compulsory maternity would be ruinous to the entire species. But when interpreted by progressives like Gilman, Darwinism proved quite the opposite. Gilman believed that evolution would be hindered if women continued to be prohibited from contributing to society as people. Only when women were granted their rights to economic independence, intellectual development, and political participation would humankind make its fullest evolutionary advances. And only when maternal instinct was not stifled by patriarchal demands and expectations would the true value of mothering to human progress be realized.

			Gilman’s theories about the personal and societal potential of mothering were pioneering, as were her calls for women to be granted the rights and freedoms to be more than wives and mothers. But Gilman, like many reformists inspired by Darwinism, was a eugenicist. She believed that releasing women from dependent femininity would enable them to choose when, and with whom, to procreate. Conscientious childbearing by liberated women would lead, she asserted, to the future improvement of the race. And the race Gilman privileged was white and Anglo-American. While Gilman paid attention to the effects of economic insecurities on motherhood, she didn’t address the impact of racial discrimination on women’s mothering lives and maternal identities. The mothers her proposed reforms would empower were white and educated—her conception of New Motherhood didn’t extend to Black, Latine, and Indigenous American women. She didn’t consider the personhood of the othermothers who would be employed to care for the children and keep the homes of the nation’s emancipated women.

			Many white activists shared Gilman’s conviction that expanding women’s economic and social rights would enable them, as mothers, to shape the future of humanity. And like Gilman, they often promoted eugenic ideals. Voluntary Motherhood—and women’s procreative agency—was the enabling principle of Stanton’s conception of enlightened motherhood. Enlightening women to the importance of conceiving children who were wanted—and would therefore, it was believed, be mentally, physically, and temperamentally healthy—would lead to the betterment of the race. Harper, in her speech on enlightened motherhood, also emphasized mothers’ role in constructing a hopeful future for the race. But for her, this meant awakening women to the political and social significance of their work as mothers in both the home and society. In Stanton’s view, it boiled down to selective breeding. If women endured multiple pregnancies from obligatory and undesired marital intercourse, they were condemned, Stanton grimly stated, to produce “shocking monstrosities of…deformed and crippled offspring.” By educating women to bear only “noble children to noble men,” women, she wrote, would not “fill the world with idiots, lunatics, criminals” and other “abortions of humanity.”

			The recognition that mothers had a vital role to play in improving society and securing its future was certainly exploited to promote racist and ableist agendas. But for many activist women, “social motherhood”—to use Gilman’s term—was not a eugenic project but an empowering opportunity to expand their skills as caregivers, educators, and moral guardians into their communities. In the US during the Progressive Era of social and political reform that began in the 1890s, the women’s-club movement enabled middle-class women to organize and lobby for societal and political change in ways that centered their maternal influence, authority, and sensibilities. The ideals of social motherhood fomenting since the Enlightenment were no longer symbolic—nor were they only available to white mothers. In women’s clubs, Black activists, in collaboration and community, campaigned against the discrimination that affected the well-being of Black women who mothered—and they also supported their childcare needs and parental concerns, which the state neglected.

			In 1896, Harper cofounded, with civil rights leaders and educators including Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell, the National Association of Colored Women (NACW). The NACW was founded after the Woman’s Era Club in Boston, run by civil rights leader, suffragist, and journalist Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, merged with Washington, D.C.’s Colored Women’s League. The NACW pledged to realize their motto, “lifting as we climb,” by attaining Black women’s rights, as people and as mothers, to the social, economic, and cultural privileges previously reserved for “women of the dominant race.” In Nashville in September 1897, in her inaugural address as the NACW’s first president, Terrell spoke about one of the organization’s central objectives—establishing free kindergartens “in every city and hamlet of this broad land,” so mothers wouldn’t have to compromise their children’s nurturance and education while they earned their living.

			Seven months earlier, the first National Congress of Mothers, formed to enable people who mothered—including unmarried women and men who “have shown themselves possessed of maternal instinct”—to advocate for the welfare of infants and children, took place in Washington, D.C. Leaders of the Congress, including its president and cofounder, child-raising educator and clubwoman Alice McLellan Birney, aimed to unite mothers and parents “irrespective of creed, color, or condition.” But the organization, which promoted the sentimental maternal ideals attainable mostly to white middle- and upper-class domestic mothers, didn’t always represent or respect the needs and experiences of Black mothers and children. Through their presumed moral and social superiority, white maternal reformers often regarded Black and Latin American mothers as humble recipients of their charity and sympathy rather than co-collaborators in a common mission.

			Harper, who gave a speech at the first Congress, explained why their work must encompass the concerns of the “Afro-American Mother.” In respect of their differences of history and opportunity, they must be treated equally and with dignity. “Has not the colored mother,” she asked, “a claim not simply upon your compassion, but also upon your sense of justice?” She urged white leaders to use their influence and authority to organize against the racism that exempted Black children from the “inheritance of privileges” the “Caucasian race were born to.” She also reminded them to extend their nurturance to the “young women of the colored race” who served in their homes and cared for their children. “What is noblest and best to teach your daughters is not too noble and good to teach them,” Harper declared.

			Two years later, Terrell addressed the NACW’s second convention in Chicago, on the work the organization had done and still had to do. The NCAW, which Terrell called the “child of the organized womanhood of the race,” had been tenderly nurtured since its inception. Its “fond mothers” had begun establishing kindergartens, and they were working to open free nurseries for the babies and toddlers of working women. They were forming children’s clubs and hosting mothers’ meetings to teach skills like sewing and garment making. But their work as activist mothers always encompassed organization against the consequences of racism and the discriminations and violences racism enabled. “[H]ow bitter is the contrast between the feelings of joy and hope which thrill the heart of the white mother and those which stir the soul of her Colored sister?” asked Terrell. The mother of the “oppressed race” loves her baby “with an affection as tender and deep” as any white mother. But before she can “thrill with joyful anticipations” of her baby’s future, “she sees the thorny path of prejudice and proscription his little feet must tread.” It was the duty of the NACW “mothers” “to make the future of our boys and girls as bright and as promising as should be that of every child, born on this free American soil.”

			In the late nineteenth century, the recognition of mothers’ responsibilities to society saw many women expand their mothering lives from the private realm to the public sphere. But it also set the stage for mothers to be blamed for every conceivable societal ill. A new century was dawning, a world war was looming, and anxieties about the stability of the population, in both the United States and the UK, were rife. And if populations were to be preserved, it was imperative that women were trained, educated, and supervised to ensure they fulfilled their maternal duties not only to their children but to the state. In the early twentieth century, mothers—especially those who were socially marginalized and economically insecure—were subjected, more than ever before, to scrutiny and control. But it was women, as radical reformers, grassroots organizers, and labor movement leaders, who would fight for women who mothered to be cared for, respected, supported, and heard—not as vessels for patriarchal reproductive ambitions, but as people.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				Women’s Work

			
			In 1914, the British social activist Margaret Llewelyn Davies put out a request to the members of the Women’s Co-operative Guild (where Davies served as general secretary) for letters describing “the conditions under which they had brought children into the world.” An unnamed woman answered. Her experience, she wrote, was “only one example of what thousands of married working women have to endure.” During her first pregnancy, her husband was unwell and unable to work, but they got by with some money she had saved up before they were married. When she became pregnant for the second time, her savings were spent. From morning to night, she worked in a laundry, and when she returned home, she had to tend to her husband and care for their three-year-old son. To find the money to pay her doctor’s fees for pregnancy checkups, she often went without food.

			When she gave birth, in wintertime, she was so weak from malnourishment that she nearly lost her life. Her neighbors helped as best they could, but with her son to look after, she could take only one day’s rest. Her newborn didn’t live for long. In her grief, her mind shattered. How was it possible for women in “such circumstances…to take care of themselves, during pregnancy, confinement, and after?” Was it any wonder that so many working-class women, in their “broken-down motherhood,” were being admitted to asylums? Who could blame those who “take drugs” to end pregnancies when “they have to work so hard to keep…the children they have already got?”

			The Women’s Co-operative Guild was cofounded in 1883 by women’s rights and cooperative movement activist Alice Acland, to educate and support the wives of men working for cooperative firms. After Davies was appointed general secretary in 1899, the welfare of working-class mothers became one of the Guild’s most pressing concerns. When Davies sent out her call for letters, the health needs, economic security, and living conditions of mothers who were married to workingmen or were themselves in industrial employment were disregarded by the state. Davies was determined to reveal what it was really like for millions of women in Britain to do the undervalued yet essential labor of bearing, nurturing, and raising children while having to struggle every day to meet their family’s basic needs.

			In her call, which went out to six hundred guild members, Davies asked respondents how many children they had and their ages, and whether they had experienced pregnancy loss, stillbirth, or the death of an infant. But she kept her questions to a minimum, because she wanted “the women to tell their own story in their own way.” Never before had working-class mothers been invited to give “a common expression of their needs.” For too long, they had been hidden “behind the curtain which falls after marriage.” But with World War I beginning and public attention turning toward mothers’ responsibilities to their nation, it was time to “raise the curtain” and make their voices heard.

			Guild women wrote of their overlooked health conditions and illnesses during pregnancy. They confessed to depriving themselves of food and other necessities so their children and husbands could eat. They testified to their grief after the loss of pregnancies and children. “I have suffered untold agonies through these miscarriages,” wrote one woman, who lost seven pregnancies over the course of her thirteen-year marriage. After being told by a doctor that she might carry a pregnancy to term if she took complete bed rest for six months—which was impossible—she adopted an “orphan boy, who is the sunshine of my life.” Others described how successive pregnancies deteriorated their health—a woman whose uterus prolapsed after she lost a pregnancy remarked that husbands needed to realize “that the wife’s body belongs to herself.” Many explained that their daily duties, in paid employment and at home, made resting after giving birth near impossible. In 1915, at the urging of her good friend, the writer Virginia Woolf, Davies published 160 of the letters in her book Maternity: Letters from Working Women. “These letters…give for the first time in their own words the working woman’s view of her life in relation to maternity,” wrote Davies, in her introduction. “The evidence of such witnesses cannot be impugned…to bear children under such conditions is to bear an intolerable burden of suffering.”

			The husbands of guild members tended to be in reliable and reasonably well-paid employment. If the sufferings of this better class of working mothers were intolerable, then those of women whose husbands were in precarious jobs with meager wages were, as Davies pointed out, “ten or twenty-fold.” Maternity is a painful portrait of the impact of poverty, demanding domestic labor, and untreated mental and physical ill-health on working-class mothers. But it is also a testament to their courage, resilience, and ingenuity. One mother of five described how the birth of her first child “stirred the depths of [her] nature.” In her letter, she wrote “[the] rapture of a babe in arms drawing nourishment from me crowned me with glory and sanctity and honor.” But as the years wore on, she suffered financial hardship, illness, and the grief of miscarriage. Birthing and raising her children “ceased to be a crown of glory, and became a fearsome thing to be shunned and feared.” But amid the exhaustion and pain, she realized she “had to fight or go under.” With no time to spare for her own “mental culture or reading,” she bought collections of works by American abolitionists and Romantic poets, published by London-based company Stead’s and sold for a penny, and fixed their pages with clothes-pegs to a shelf in front of her as she washed her family’s clothes. At bedtime, she lulled her children to sleep by reciting the poems that she had learned as she scrubbed. “My mental outlook was widened,” she reflected, “and my children all have a love for good literature.” Many of the letters in Maternity revealed how, even in the direst circumstances, mothers mustered the strength to enrich their own and their children’s lives beyond everyday survival. But these mothers should never have had to work so hard and sacrifice so much. Maternity, above all, exposed the human cost of the ingrained myth that women were endowed with the only resources they needed to mother—unconditional love and moral duty.

			In Britain, in the early twentieth century, demographic panic had risen sharply. Middle-class women who embraced “new womanhood” and postponed procreation in favor of education and employment were accused of hindering population growth. But it wasn’t only the plummeting birth rate that fueled the anxiety of demographers, social reformers, and public health officials. Before the war, Britain’s rates of infant mortality were abysmally high. And it was working-class and economically insecure mothers, neglected and marginalized by the state, who were blamed for what a 1907 report on “wastage…during the first year of human life” described as “perhaps the most important medical and social problem of the age.”

			In 1906, at the National Conference on Infantile Mortality held in Westminster, it was claimed that around one hundred thousand infants every year were dying before their first birthdays. Rates were highest in industrial towns and cities where many working families lived in crowded, unsanitary conditions. Often, both parents worked outside the home to make ends meet. But medical inspectors concluded that the deprivations of working people’s lives were not the principal cause of infant deaths, half of which they deemed preventable. Instead, they attributed the loss of lives in the earliest weeks and months, in “large measure,” to the “neglect, carelessness, thoughtlessness, and ignorance” of mothers. “[It] becomes clear that the problem of infant mortality,” stated Dr. George Newman, medical officer of health for the London borough of Finsbury and champion of the mother-blaming narrative, “is mainly a question of motherhood.”

			Instead of advocating for welfare benefits, better working and housing conditions, and accessible maternal and infant health care, Newman insisted that the solution to the crisis lay with instructing girls and women in “mothercraft.” In 1907, a charitable School for Mothers opened in St. Pancras, one of London’s most deprived boroughs, where infant mortality had been as high as 15 percent. With Mothers & Babies Welcome painted above its entrance, the St. Pancras school was one of the first of the city’s maternal welfare clinics, and the earliest incarnation of what would become the antenatal clinic. As well as offering advice and instruction to new and would-be mothers about hygiene, nutrition, and breastfeeding, the school provided meals for pregnant and nursing women and lessons in sewing, cookery, and other housekeeping skills. In photographs taken the year that the school was founded, small groups of smartly dressed mothers balance their babies on their laps while receiving lessons on the safe use of cradles and the correct way to administer an infant’s bath.

			The infant welfare movement, in the UK and the US, was motivated by a genuine concern for babies’ health and lives. In 1912, it was estimated that up to 20 percent of all deaths in the United States were those of infants under the age of one. Providing mothers with care, advice, and community was hugely important. But many welfare initiatives were founded on the assumption that motherhood was a service to the state, so women needed to be trained to fulfill the state’s reproductive requirements. Amid the era’s industrial, social, and scientific advancements, women’s supposedly innate ability to mother well was no longer trusted as the bedrock of a flourishing society. Like Newman, many health officials believed the answer to saving infants’ lives lay with educating women in the “science” of childbearing and infant caring. Mothers who failed to heed the wealth of advice promoted in books, pamphlets, and women’s magazine articles were accused of robbing their children of their birthright of good health and future success.

			For some purveyors of scientific motherhood, it was imperative that women were enlightened to bear children with the future-proofing principles of eugenics in mind. In 1914, when Davies was calling attention to the struggles of working mothers, the internationally influential Swedish childcare educator Ellen Key was proposing that women were to be trained, through maternal preparation courses, to mother according to “the new eugenic will.” This course, she imagined, would take place when women turned twenty, as a compulsory social service akin to military service for men. By instructing women about conscious childbearing, course educators would be priming them not only to propagate but also to “elevate” the race. And if these women were taught about selective procreation—with able-bodied mentally and physically well men with no unsavory traits or tendencies—they would no longer be responsible for producing “degenerate” children and committing the “ethical crime” of “race suicide.” Key didn’t specify which race she was referring to. But the mothering she was championing, undertaken by educated, privileged, married women who dedicated their lives to “motherliness,” was certainly coded white and middle-class. Unlike her contemporary Gilman, Key didn’t believe women’s potential as mothers would be unleashed by expanding their lives beyond domesticity. For Key, a woman’s attainment of true freedom was in the fulfillment of “the highest aim of her life: motherhood and love.”

			The maternal eugenics promoted by reformers like Key inspired numerous public health initiatives that centered the mother as the vehicle through which the future was not only secured, but perfected. Often these initiatives were introduced to instruct working-class and economically insecure women—the presumed weak link in the elevation of the population—in the domestic science of baby and childcare. In New York State, it was not just working-class mothers who were blamed for, and tasked with remedying, the crisis of infant mortality. According to Dr. S. Josephine Baker, director of child hygiene at the New York City Department of Health, “a considerable percentage” of infant illness and death “may be traceable” to the “ignorance and carelessness” of the so-called little mothers left to care for their younger siblings while their parents were out at work. In 1908, Baker began organizing Little Mothers’ Leagues in the city’s most densely populated areas, which aimed to reduce infant mortality and morbidity by offering girls lessons and practical demonstrations in “mothercraft” from maternal reformers and physicians. At first the Leagues were open to girls between the ages of twelve and sixteen, but within a few years, little mothers as young as eight were admitted. By 1915, the Leagues had expanded statewide, and over twenty-five thousand girls were enrolled.

			Rather than addressing the disparities and deprivations that forced these girls—who were only children themselves—to take on the obligations of mothering, the leagues set out to mold them into perfectly primed maternal machines. It was assumed at the time that working-class and immigrant girls, raised in large families with scant resources, developed a maternal instinct at an early age. It was also assumed that these girls were resigned to their fate as mothers. So the leagues exploited their maternal destiny—and limited life chances—by off-loading onto their young shoulders responsibility for public health catastrophes that were the fault of the state.

			The organizers of the Little Mothers’ Leagues promoted the belief that mothering was not simply a feminine tendency, but a profession that could be taught and learned. While they recognized mothercraft as work, they assumed the little mothers they were training—and the future mothers they were cultivating—naturally possessed the inclination and capacity to undertake this work. The notion that educating girls and women about how to keep babies and children healthy and well was integral to solving societal problems like infant mortality was shared by maternal reformers across the political spectrum. Davies noted in Maternity that many letter writers felt that their sufferings and those of their children were the result of “their own ignorance of the functions and duties of motherhood.” But instead of proposing that working-class mothers be trained to uplift their childcare skills to a scientifically informed middle-class gold standard, Davies advocated for accessible medical care and advice during pregnancy and throughout women’s mothering lives. If women did lack health-preserving and lifesaving maternal knowledge, then the fault lay not with them, but with the societal inequalities that kept the “possibilities of [that] knowledge” beyond “their reach.”

			Socialists like Davies recognized that, if mothering was essential work for the state, the state must take responsibility for the conditions under which that work took place. Only by listening to women and understanding them as people would the extent of the work of motherhood be properly understood. And as the mother who wrote to Davies about her hardships during and after her second pregnancy showed, the demands of this work—on top of trying to make ends meet—could be perilous. Mothering, society intoned, was crucial to the stability of the nation’s future. So society must take responsibility for supporting the women upon whose bodies—and lives—the future depended. “If only the State,” implored one of “Maternity’s” letter writers, “would do something that would give all working mothers the assurance that…means would be provided to whereby they could get…rest before confinement,” and “proper attention…during and after so long as necessary.”

			When Davies sent out her call, the guild was proposing a government-funded national scheme for maternal and infant health and welfare. The letters made clear how urgently such a scheme was needed. The guild had lobbied for the inclusion of a maternity benefit in the first National Insurance Act of 1911, under which government provided medical benefits for industrial workers. In 1913, the guild pushed through an amendment which meant that thirty shillings—roughly £140 ($188) by today’s value—would be paid directly to the mother as “her own property.” While this maternity benefit gave working women and the wives of workingmen some economic assistance when their babies were born, it was no compensation for the ceaseless unpaid work women did to care for their children.

			Debates about the state’s responsibility to women who mothered had been rumbling on for years. One of Britain’s leading advocates for an “Endowment of Motherhood” was H. G. Wells, a writer most famous for his science fiction. After publishing his 1905 novel A Modern Utopia, in which “idealized” motherhood was fully subsidized, Wells argued for mothers to be paid a weekly wage. “[The] Modern state,” he wrote, “has got to pay for its children if it really wants them.” For Wells, who was then a member of the British socialist organization the Fabian Society, endowment would remedy the economic hardships too many mothers faced. However, he advocated for endowment not necessarily to improve women’s mothering lives, but to boost the dwindling birth rate. And while he advocated for endowments for all mothers, he believed those who raised healthy, well-educated children in good homes should receive the highest amounts. “Be it remembered, we do not want any children; we want good quality children,” Wells wrote.

			Although mothers deserved and needed to be supported, the endowment debate was understandably controversial, especially among feminist and socialist campaigners. For some, endowment was an important validation of the economic and social value of women’s work as mothers. Wages for mothering reframed motherwork as a service to society rather than as a duty to husbands. But a cluster of politically radical activists argued that endowments would further entrench the gendered division of labor and limit women’s lives to the marital home. And they questioned the extent to which mothers’ dependence on endowments would enable the state to exert control over women’s reproductive bodies and lives. “To whom does the child of the state-endowed mother belong?” asked Dora Marsden, philosopher, feminist, and iconoclast, in 1912 in The Freewoman, the weekly feminist review she edited with socialist and trade unionist Mary Gawthorpe.

			Marsden, having resigned from militant suffragist organization the Women’s Social and Political Union, cofounded The Freewoman in 1911 as a space to publish criticisms of the middle-class-dominated suffrage movement along with cultural and political think pieces by feminists who dissented from the mainstream. Her question about the ownership of a state-endowed child was posed in “Woman: Endowed or Free?, ” the lead article in the fifteenth issue of the review, published on February 29, 1912. Responding to the calls for endowment from Wells, Marsden posed this and thirty other questions to establish the extent to which the individual freedom of a woman who mothered would be curtailed by such a scheme.

			The Freewoman regularly included critiques of the institution of motherhood and insights into the ways women’s mothering lives were affected by wider sociological and political ideologies. The inaugural issue included a piece about the German organization Bund für Mutterschutz (BfM)—the League for the Protection of Mothers—founded in 1905 by Helene Stöcker, gender activist, feminist, and one of the first women in Germany to receive a doctorate. Stöcker, who had campaigned for rights of working mothers and lesbian women with pioneering sexologist, LGBTQIA+ rights activist, and gender-affirming physician Magnus Hirschfeld, founded the BfM to care and advocate for unmarried mothers and illegitimate children. Alongside campaigning for solo mothers to be supported—with work, housing, food, and medical care—to raise their children independently, the BfM ran clinics in Berlin offering advice on sexual health, contraception, and abortion.

			The call for women to be free in their choice to become mothers was integral to the ambitions of The Freewoman. “As a Freewoman, I refuse to bear children either to the State or to a man,” wrote one Helen Winter in the correspondence pages of the review in March 1912. “I will bear them for myself and my purpose! I care neither for the continuation of the race, nor the reproduction of any man; my desire is to continue myself.” The pursuit of maternal agency had been at the forefront of the women’s rights movement since its beginnings. But while figures like Stanton had campaigned for women’s right to body sovereignty, they had focused on women achieving this right within the sanction of marriage. Socialist feminists like Marsden, however, believed that women could never find freedom within any institution designed to serve the interests of “the State or a man.” The Freewoman’s opposition to endowment represented their writers’ and readers’ opposition to women’s dependence on—and by extension, obligation to—patriarchal systems of power. The liberation of motherhood—as The Freewoman emphasized with its daring coverage of sexual diversity, polyamory, and birth control, as well as in its proposals for cooperative nurseries and childcare, communal living, and housekeeping—would happen when women gained independent control, as individuals and in communities, of their reproductive bodies and mothering lives.

			The Freewoman folded because of financial difficulties in October 1912. But the fight for women’s reproductive, sexual, and maternal autonomy continued in the writings, speeches, and activism of feminists including Freewoman contributor Stella Browne, the Canadian-born British writer, socialist campaigner, and reproductive choice advocate. In December 1914, Browne became friends with American sex educator and birth control pioneer Margaret Sanger. Sanger had fled to Britain to evade prosecution, under Comstock laws, for publishing her pamphlet Family Limitation, which informed readers about how and why they should control their fertility and advised on the use of condoms, pessaries, and douches. Browne shared with Sanger, whose activism marked the beginnings of the twentieth-century feminist birth control movement, the conviction that “[a] woman’s body belongs to herself alone.” And Browne, who was proudly child-free and denounced the notion that all women were possessed of maternal instinct, agreed with Sanger that “[the] first step toward getting life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness for any woman is her decision whether or not she shall become a mother.” During the war years, Browne published essays on birth control, abortion law reform, and the diversity of female sexuality in socialist reviews, journals of sex psychology, and the magazine Beauty and Health. Women’s attainment of the “right to choose or to refuse motherhood freely; and the right to choose freely the father or fathers of her children” was, she argued, fundamental to the reconstruction of society.

			These calls, from radical activists and thinkers just before World War I, to reform the conditions of childbearing and mothering for women who chose to be mothers marked the beginnings of the feminist mission toward liberating motherhood from the patriarchal institution. When she was finally able to control all the “preliminaries”—as Sarah Grimké put it in 1856—of her sexual and reproductive life, then she would cease to be “a domestic utensil” and would become “a citizen, a human being, free in her motherhood and in her love.” Browne, who continued to campaign for women’s sexual autonomy and right to contraception and abortion care into the 1940s, abhorred the co-optation, by men and the state, of women’s bodies and lives. But if bearing children was indeed women’s “supreme duty to the state,” then the state must ensure that mothers’ and infants’ health and needs were protected and provided for. She urged government to offer an accessible, efficient, freely available healthcare service and to supply “all appliances, drugs, and services necessary for the care of pregnancy, child-birth and infancy.” After the war, socialist feminists like Browne continued to campaign for motherhood to be freely chosen and adequately supported. And the government finally vowed to take some responsibility for the “needs of mothers and children.”

			In 1918, the year that World War I ended, Parliament passed the Maternal and Child Welfare Act, which funded local authorities across England and Wales to set up maternal and infant welfare clinics within their communities. The following year, the newly launched Ministry of Health (MOH) formed the Department for Maternity and Child Welfare. Under the leadership of senior medical officer Dr. Janet Campbell, the department placed maternal health at the top of its agenda. But the numbers of pregnant and birthing women becoming seriously unwell and dying remained, over the next decade, disturbingly high.

			The finger of blame for the maternal mortality and morbidity crisis was quickly pointed at mothers. Medical officials once again posited maternal ignorance as an inciting cause and demanded that women be educated about why they must submit to antenatal supervision. In 1930, a report by the MOH Departmental Committee on Maternal Mortality and Morbidity stated that any pregnant woman who was unwilling to “cooperate with doctor and nurse” was “her own worst enemy.” While reports like these indulged in the mother-blaming narrative, they did address the barriers to women visiting physicians, engaging licensed midwives, and visiting clinics. Women who were juggling paid work with tending their homes and caring for their children had no time to line up at a busy clinic. Mothers who had managed well in past pregnancies and births didn’t see the need. Some felt too anxious to speak to a male doctor about intimate matters. Others were terrified of being sent away from home to a maternity hospital or of doctors interfering with their bodies and their lives. Unmarried women who needed to keep their conditions secret wouldn’t have dared attend a local authority clinic. And for women living in poverty, seeking medical attention during pregnancy was neither a priority nor a possibility.

			Most women gave birth at home, either with a doctor or midwife if they could afford the fees or received National Insurance maternity benefits, or with a local “handywoman”—an experienced birth caregiver who looked after mothers in her community. Others relied on the help of relatives, friends, and neighbors, if they could. Giving birth in a cramped home with poor sanitation increased the risk of puerperal sepsis, the leading cause, in 1930, of maternal death. But far more destructive were the deleterious effects of trying to get by, year in, year out, with too little money and too many mouths to feed. No amount of antenatal advice could remedy the ravages of exhaustion, the threat of malnutrition and untreated disorders and diseases, the weight of emotional stress.

			The maternal mortality crisis forced society to reckon with the consequences of the insistence that mothers were innately equipped to cope and provide. For many medical officials and MOH researchers, the answer lay with improving clinical standards of antenatal care—and making sure pregnant women and new mothers used local authority facilities. But clinics and welfare centers that opened under the 1918 act were sometimes staffed by local authority employees rather than physicians and midwives, and in some rural and remote areas there were no services at all. Clinics tended to offer advice and resources rather than diagnoses and treatment, so women’s underlying disorders and diseases could go unnoticed. And following restrictions by government, staff were not permitted to provide information about birth control, even to women whose health would be endangered by further pregnancies. The Workers’ Birth Control Group (WBCG), cofounded after a resolution on the issue was carried by one thousand delegates at the National Conference of Labour Women in May 1924, campaigned for the MOH to “recognize Birth Control as an essential part of health work” and make information available through welfare centers.

			For the WBCG founders, a group of socialist feminists and political activists including Dora Russell, Dorothy Thurtle, and Leah L’Estrange Malone, and supported also by Stella Browne, enabling women to limit the size of their families was crucial for their health, economic security, and dignity. As the group stated in their membership pamphlet, it was imperative that birth control information be offered through local authority clinics, because working people could not afford to visit private physicians who provided such information “to those who can pay for it.” In July 1930, four months after a conference on “The Giving of Birth Control Information by Public Health Authorities” held in Westminster Hall and attended by almost seven hundred delegates, the MOH granted permission to local authorities to offer advice through clinics. However, this advice could be given only when deemed medically necessary to women for whom pregnancy posed a health risk. As Browne declared, “a battle has been won”—but the campaign for women’s reproductive autonomy waged on.

			Providing all pregnant women and new mothers with medical care and empowering women to take control of their fertility if they chose to were crucial. But what it meant to be a mother could never be reduced to a sequence of physical events. A woman’s health in maternity was determined by every aspect of her mothering life. As Dr. Letitia Fairfield, London’s first female chief medical officer, wrote in The Lancet in 1934, the “mother is not an ambulant pelvis, but a woman with human needs whose body and soul are closely interlocked. In our zeal [for antenatal care] let us not forget the mother.”

			The interwar charge to defend and protect the human needs of the nation’s mothers was led by socialist physicians and activists, who zeroed in on the ways that society’s unpaid domestic laborers and population replenishers bore the brunt of social and economic inequalities. In 1930, Sylvia Pankhurst, socialist activist and daughter of the suffragist leader Emmeline Pankhurst, published her book Save the Mothers, which exposed the failings of local authority care and argued for what the NHS would offer in eighteen years’ time—a national maternity service available to all. She explained that maternal mortality was “grievously high” in the northern textile towns, where “mothers bear the dual burden of factory and household toil.” Doing their best for their families required, as Davies’s letter writers showed, their habitual self-neglect and self-denial. During pregnancy, there was no reprieve from the endless cycle of feeding, clothing, tending, mending, sweeping, washing, worrying. Many lying-in mothers washed their feet before the midwife visited so she wouldn’t know they had left their beds to see to their homes and children.

			Pankhurst had been a staunch protector of working-class mothers and their children for years. With her comrades in the East London Federation of Suffragettes (ELFS), she founded mother and baby clinics and nurseries and organized distributions of milk and food well before “the Government contributed a penny” to maternal and infant welfare. In 1915, the ELFS rented a disused pub, the Gunmaker’s Arms on Old Ford Road in Bow, to open as a crèche and clinic. The newly named Mothers’ Arms stocked its cupboards with fresh eggs and milk, maternity clothes and baby toys. Free health checks and advice were provided by a nurse, and weekly lectures were given on “hygiene and domestic science.” This repurposed pub soon became a much-needed refuge for women and children, a place of community, care, and protection.

			In December 1927, when she was forty-five, Pankhurst gave birth to her first and only child, her son, Richard. Richard’s father was the Italian anarchist Silvio Corio, whom Pankhurst went on to have a long-term relationship with but never married. Her pregnancy wasn’t easy—she was older, and she suffered with endometriosis. But she very much wanted to have her baby, “to love him and cherish him, to see him grow and develop.” Pankhurst considered giving birth at Red Cottage, the home she shared with Corio in rural Woodford Green, in what is now the London Borough of Redbridge. But two of her wealthy friends—and suffragette comrades—felt she should be cared for in a hospital and insisted on paying for her to be admitted to a private maternity home in Hampstead. They were right to worry—Richard’s birth was complicated and risky, and Pankhurst was told that if she hadn’t been delivered in a hospital setting, she “should not have brought him out alive.” She was incredibly proud of having conceived and birthed her baby boy on her terms. Her “amazing confession” about her out-of-wedlock “love child” ran in the News of the World. At the time, such a public declaration of unmarried motherhood was scandalous. Despite leading the charge for women’s social and political rights through the suffrage movement, Pankhurst’s mother, Emmeline, was so ashamed of her daughter’s illegitimate conception that she refused to see her while she was pregnant, which caused Pankhurst profound pain. Emmeline died the year after Richard was born, having never met her grandson.

			Pankhurst was friends with birth control campaigners including Dora Russell and Margaret Sanger, and her feminism respected women’s right to reproductive choice and conscious maternity. But she was equally concerned with women’s rights to be mothers, and in their birthing and mothering, to be cared for and supported—regardless of their marital status and economic means. Pankhurst adored her “fine, healthy, beautiful child,” but she was frustrated in her writing ambitions by Richard’s reluctance to sleep outside her arms. In the time she claimed between tending and rocking and singing to him in Red Cottage, Pankhurst managed to write a book about the suffrage movement, alongside essays, lectures, short stories, and plays. She poured her physical and emotional experiences of mothering into her work—Save the Mothers was partly inspired by Richard’s birth, which had shown her that proficient maternity healthcare was a matter of life or death. As well as championing the urgent need for accessible professional birth care for all women, Pankhurst, in her writing as a mother, focused on the importance of women’s mothering work not only to their children, but to society.

			In 1934, Pankhurst wrote an essay titled “Women’s Citizenship,” where she reflected on the work the British women’s movement still had to achieve. Six years had passed since all women over the age of twenty-one had been granted the right to vote. Now that the monumental campaign for political enfranchisement had succeeded, the energy to attain full equal rights for women could not dissipate. “The Votes for Women Movement” had been forged on the principle that “women are human beings as well as mothers and that…opportunity to be, to do, and to serve must be open to them.” But the movement was also driven by the need for a maternal reconstruction of society. A society that respected mothers as people was a society that recognized the true value of mothering—not as a service to the patriarchy, but as a model for compassionate, connected social organization. For Pankhurst, it was time to bring “to the nation and to the world the protective and creative love and care which is at the root of motherhood.” An awakening of maternal power was vital, she insisted, as fascism was rising and another world war loomed. “The saving power of motherhood,” she wrote, “was never more needed.”

			From 1939, when Britain entered that much-feared Second World War, women were inculcated, once again, into motherhood as a patriotic, population-boosting duty—one they were expected to happily balance alongside supporting the war effort. From the very beginnings of the war, women’s caregiving capacities and domestic skills were mobilized on an unprecedented scale. Motherhood’s “saving power,” as Pankhurst predicted, was indeed never more needed. The year before war broke out, philanthropist Stella Isaacs, Marchioness of Reading, founded the Women’s Voluntary Service for civil defense (WVS), to recruit women to assist local authorities’ civilian-protecting efforts. WVS members served as cleaners and cooks in hospitals and clinics, nurses, air raid protection supervisors, crèche and nursery staff, and social workers, among many other jobs in their communities. The WVS became the largest voluntary organization in British history—by 1943, over one million women had signed up. Volunteers were also appointed as billeting officers, organizing foster placements for the thousands of children, aged six and over, evacuated out of the major cities expected to be targeted in aerial bombing campaigns. Before evacuated children made their anxious journeys away from their own mothers to unknown families in safer areas like Wales or Norfolk, they were looked after by WVS members, who checked they were free of head lice and scabies and gave them new sets of clothes if they needed them. WVS members accompanied the children on the train and shepherded them to meet their foster mothers at the station.

			“She’s in the Ranks too! Caring for Evacuees is a National Service!” exclaimed a poster depicting a kindly older woman standing next to a line of soldiers, her arms outstretched to welcome a little girl and a mother cradling a blanketed baby. Issued in 1939 by the MOH, the poster encouraged women in the rural counties to take in evacuee children and offer refuge to evacuee mothers with children under the age of five. Women whose daily duties made it impossible to commit to WVS hours were encouraged to join the Housewives’ Service (HVS), an organization of women who cared for civilians and servicepeople in their neighborhoods. HVS women were the war’s community “mothers.” They cared for the babies and toddlers of women who needed to work, helped in the homes of mothers who were struggling, made sure children were off the streets during air raids, and acted as mother figures to servicepeople stationed away from their families.

			The war had made clear just how dependent society was on women’s domestic expertise and capacity to care. Mothering, as a social duty, was indispensable to the well-being of the population. The HVS undertook the most valuable war work of all—affirming and sustaining people’s everyday lives. And many women, especially those who were unable to do official war work, were given the opportunity to contribute to public life, acquire skills, and make friends through their caregiving endeavors. But this work, while valorized, was decidedly gendered. Volunteers were the guardians of civilian life—but their services were taken for granted as natural motherly tendencies rather than time-consuming and laborious jobs. By acting as home helps and child-minders to women in need, HVS women also took responsibility for the welfare of mothers and children—which the government, early in the war, neglected.

			Since the beginning of the twentieth century, the recognition of mothering as women’s work, rather than their innate inclination, had finally been brought to the fore. But as feminist and socialist activists campaigned for and achieved some of the rights and provisions women needed to mother on their own terms, tensions between motherhood as a free choice and as a duty to the state persisted. And those tensions would continue after World War II, when women’s needs and desires as people would once again bump up against society’s reproductive ambitions and expectations. Socialist activists had worked tirelessly against a backdrop of two world wars to transform the meanings and improve the conditions of motherhood. Through their lobbying and organizing, writing and lecturing, they had helped secure women’s rights to reproductive agency, maternal and infant healthcare, and welfare resources. And mothers themselves had shown how dependent a functioning society was on their long undervalued woman’s work. Activists like Davies, Browne, and Pankhurst had begun to wrest motherhood from patriarchal control, and to campaign for motherhood to be valued and supported. But the fight for all people who performed the life-sustaining, world-changing work of mothering and maternal caregiving to determine their own identities, gain their body autonomy, and mother on their own terms, in families and kinships of their own choosing, had only just begun.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				An Intimate History

			
			There’s a small birthmark above my right temple, bright red like it’s been drawn on with felt-tip pen. I was in my late teens when my mother, Sarah, told me what it is—a blood vessel that burst under my skin when she pushed me out of her body. Sarah opted to give birth to me on a maternity ward that let women room in with their newborns rather than whisking them away to the nursery. She chose to be a single parent and wanted the way I came into the world to be her choice. But after hours of pain, teeth-gritted through a bright day in early spring, I hadn’t been born. The midwife called for the male obstetrician who, Sarah said, “threatened the forceps.” She got on all fours and pushed like hell. And I was born, marked by my mother’s force of will.

			Sarah was born in early summer in the late 1940s. If her mother, Betty, my grandmother, hadn’t gone into labor too soon because she fell while running for a bus, then she would have been among the first babies to be born in the National Health Service. Launched at midnight on July 5, 1948, the NHS, founded by Aneurin Bevan, minister of health in Clement Attlee’s peacetime Labour government, made most medical services, for the first time, free at point of use for “Everyone—rich or poor, man, woman or child.” Sarah wasn’t born in the NHS, but her life was saved by it. Too small to be ready for the world, she spent her first weeks in an incubator. When her lungs were strong enough, Betty and her husband, Tony, my grandfather, took their tiny girl home to their little flat above a jeweler.

			Three years after the end of World War II, my grandmother, known to those who loved her as Hurricane Betty, was beginning her mothering life. Betty had been single and twenty-one in 1941, when Parliament passed the second National Service Act, which conscripted women into their own branch of the army, the Auxiliary Territorial Service. Unmarried and child-free women between twenty and thirty were called up first, but by 1943, 80 percent of married women and 90 percent of single women were engaged in national service and war work. Betty joined the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) and worked as a wireless operator at an RAF station, where she met Tony. The day after they got married, in 1944, he was posted to Burma, and they didn’t see each other again for three years. Coming home to be with his wife and start their family was, for Tony, a joy and a relief. I know Betty wanted to be a wife and mother—she, too, craved the stability of marriage and family. But while Tony continued to work full-time, Betty had to give up her working life, which had given her such pride and purpose. Like many women who served during their child-free years, she was called in peacetime to another service—cultivating the nation’s future, its hope for tomorrow, by bearing children and raising them in the marital home.

			My mother was born at the end of the postwar baby boom, which peaked in 1947 with over one million live births recorded in the UK. The boom was partly down to the fact that the war was over. People like my grandparents were ready and able to start their families. But it was also boosted by medical and social measures to incentivize childbearing in a country where the outbreak of war had once again coincided with a decline in population growth. In 1939, Britain’s birth rate fell below replacement levels. Two years later, after the Battle of Britain and the dark days of the Blitz, the numbers of babies being born were desperately low.

			As social reformer and birth control activist Margery Spring Rice wrote in 1942, the “social, spiritual, and economic impact” of two major wars on women’s reproductive decisions couldn’t be underestimated. Some saw childbearing as their honorable contribution to the war effort. But others objected to their fertility being co-opted into a brutal conflict they neither wanted nor chose. Spring Rice, writing in The Fortnightly Review, agreed that women should be encouraged to bear and raise children—but as human beings, not procreative machines. Any population-boosting plans had to recognize that women’s lives and minds had evolved beyond compulsory motherhood. “We are not going back to the habits of mind or life of our grandmothers,” she wrote. If “making a home and raising children” were vital to the nation, then motherhood needed to be respected as a “skilled profession.” And if women were to be persuaded into the “career of family-making,” they should be assured they wouldn’t have to surrender their individuality, creativity, and freedom. Policymakers could no longer place their hopes for the future on some mystical faith in women’s “instinctive biological urge.” The answer to stimulating the birth rate lay with understanding that mothering should no longer be a source of women’s subjugation, but one part of their full and varied lives.

			The conscription of women into war work transformed the lives of women like my grandmother. Betty began her adult life with an independence her mother could only have dreamed of. But the belief that women’s primary function was reproductive rather than productive prevailed. If Betty didn’t see her career in the WAAF as a diversion en route to her predetermined feminine destination, then she certainly received the message that skilled employment and motherhood were thoroughly incompatible. If women got pregnant in the WAAF, they were out once they reached three months. The humiliation of dismissal was often compounded by the anxiety of single motherhood. Some servicewomen hid their growing bellies beneath their uniforms. Others sought out so-called backstreet abortions.

			The birth-rate plummet did galvanize efforts to protect the women upon whose bodies the future depended. The government finally agreed to fund many of the maternal and infant welfare measures that activists like Pankhurst, Davies, and Spring Rice had spent years campaigning for. After pressure from trade unions—and working mothers who took to the streets to protest for childcare provision—the Ministry of Health agreed to fund local authority day nurseries, which started opening across the country from 1941. Antenatal care provision increased, emergency facilities were set up so evacuee women could give birth safely, and more maternity beds were made available in hospitals. Pregnant women were entitled to extra rations of milk, eggs, and meat, and from 1942, all expectant and breastfeeding mothers and children under five were given free or subsidized milk, orange juice, cod-liver oil, and vitamin supplements. Making sure pregnant women, new mothers, infants, and young children were never malnourished was a top priory of Lord Woolton, the minister of food, who was apparently obsessed with the nation’s “preggies.” “The raw material of the race,” the government agreed, was “too valuable to be put at risk.” These welfare measures contributed to reductions in the country’s dismally high rates of maternal and infant mortality and morbidity—the government’s consideration for “preggies” did make Britain a safer place to birth and raise a child. But these welfare measures were introduced to enable and encourage women to fulfill the state’s childbearing demands. Women were primarily regarded as reproductive “raw material.”

			When Betty had her children, the health of mothers and children was more supported than ever before. Under the NHS, expectant mothers had access to maternity and birth care from doctors and midwives. Betty’s medical care needs and her children’s were provided for, and for a few years after the war ended, they continued to receive subsidized milk, juice, and food supplements. From 1950, when her second child was born, Betty received her weekly family allowance payment. Under the Family Allowances Act, passed in 1945, mothers could claim a benefit of five shillings per week for each child other than their eldest. When the act was proposed, male politicians insisted that family allowance should be paid to the household’s father. Thanks to an amendment tabled by Eleanor Rathbone, the independent MP who had campaigned for family allowance on the women’s rights platform since 1918, this benefit was paid directly to mothers, meaning they had a small but vital source of economic independence.

			While postwar society supported women as mothers, their prescribed place, in a society determined to reestablish traditional values through the patriarchal family, was once again in the marital home. Now that they were expected to devote their lives to mothering, many of the day nurseries opened to enable women to take on war work were closed. The push for women to submit to domestic motherhood was also bolstered by new theories about the necessity, to children and society, of mothers’ constant attention and unconditional love.

			In 1951, in the landmark report Maternal Care and Mental Health, British psychiatrist John Bowlby claimed that children’s emotional development and psychological health were entirely contingent on the quality of care given by their biological mother or “permanent substitute mother.” If an infant or young child was deprived of this care even temporarily for a spell of illness, a hospital stay, or because their mother went out to work, they would, Bowlby asserted, be “gravely damaged for life.” Bowlby’s research, commissioned by the World Health Organization (WHO) as part of an investigation into the needs of displaced and orphaned children in postwar Europe, had a profound impact on social and cultural perceptions of what was considered good and normal mothering. To give the degree of loving attention Bowlby demanded—and to therefore be a good mother—a woman had to be married, in a nuclear family, financially dependent on her husband, able-bodied, and mentally well.

			When Bowlby’s report was published, married mothers with young children under the age of six made up nearly 12 percent and 13 percent of the labor force in the UK and the US respectively. Many working women had no access to childcare. When my mother was a baby, Betty, who moved with Tony to a suburban town with no relatives nearby, worked as a cleaner. With no one to watch Sarah while she went to her cleaning jobs, Betty often had to leave Sarah at home in her cot with a crunchy paper bag to play with. So far, my mother hasn’t shown signs of maternal deprivation. But there’s a long-running joke in my family that if you draw a face on a bag, Sarah will call it Mum.

			Bowlby, whose own mother deferred his and his siblings’ care to their beloved nanny, Minnie, pioneered understanding of the importance of infants’ attachment to their primary parental caregivers. During the early twentieth century, when Bowlby was raised, purveyors of the emerging field of child psychology insisted that excessive maternal attention and affection was ruinous to children’s development into adolescence and adulthood. In 1928, the influential—and highly unethical—American behavioral psychologist John B. Watson claimed that mothers who played with and cuddled their babies and toddlers were conditioning them to become coddled, dependent adults who would never achieve marital happiness or vocational success. “Mother love,” Watson warned, was a “dangerous instrument,” capable of inflicting unhealable wounds. In the 1960s, Bowlby rebuked such cruel and damaging assumptions with his research into mother-child bonds, conducted with psychologist Mary Ainsworth. Ainsworth and Bowlby showed that mothers’ and primary maternal figures’ responsivity and proximity to their children—particularly between the first six and thirty months—were the bases from which they formed the secure attachments crucial to their future social and emotional development.

			Attachment theory has been and still is an essential model for psychologists and researchers advocating for the preservation of mothers’ bonds with their babies and children during periods of separation, such as prison sentences or stays in psychiatric care facilities. Awareness of the necessity of mother-child attachment has been vital for understanding how women with postpartum psychosis can be helped in their recovery by having their babies with them during treatment. But even though Bowlby’s work as the father of attachment theory has been incredibly important, his earlier theories about the dangers of maternal deprivation reinforced the punitive notion that the blame for society’s ills lay with mothers. By ignoring the effects of all other factors on children’s mental and emotional development, he downplayed the impact of poverty, housing conditions, societal prejudices, and other inequalities and discriminations—which were in no way the fault of women who mothered. And by overstating the primacy of maternal love over all other forms of parental care, which coincided with women’s inculcation into stay-at-home motherhood, Bowlby reinforced the assumption that women who mother must restrict their lives to home and family.

			The myth of the perfectly contented housewife and mother permeated the postwar cultural imagination. But the realities of motherhood were often far removed from the dream of maternal and domestic bliss conjured up in popular media and culture. Women were crumbling under the pressure of trying to live up to the ideal of a tirelessly devoted mother who always kept a gleaming home and put nourishing dinners on the table for her work-weary husband. I’m sure, from what I knew of my grandmother, that her feelings about retreating from a life in the world to a life in the home were tinged with resentment. Betty unquestionably loved her children. But the house rule when Sarah was growing up was “Don’t talk to Mum ’til she’s had her first cigarette.”

			In 1963, a book was published that confronted the oppressions of the institution of domestic motherhood. The Feminine Mystique, by American journalist and activist Betty Friedan, spoke up for legions of housewife-mothers consumed by “the problem that has no name.” This problem, manifesting as a creeping sense of frustration, emptiness, and guilt, was, Friedan argued, the consequence of the insistence that women’s “highest value and…only commitment…is the fulfillment of their own femininity.” Since the end of the war, women had been persuaded, by the drip feed of the feminine mystique through “magazines…advertisements, television, movies…books by experts on marriage and the family, child psychology, sexual adjustment,” that mothering in the marital home was the only way to accomplish their humanity. Over centuries, patriarchal messaging had convinced them to accept their “true nature” as submissive, sexually passive beings whose desires were fulfilled by “nurturing maternal love.”

			It was in the schism between the realities of domestic mothering and the false promises of the feminine mystique that the problem reared its ugly head. The feminine mystique pushed women into existences determined by the basic function of their biology rather than by the expansive possibilities of their minds. The solution lay with reforming the conditions of motherhood so it no longer subsumed women’s identities. Friedan called, as women’s rights activists had for decades, for women to be educated and empowered to live purposeful, self-determined lives in which motherhood was one integral part. “When motherhood, a fulfillment held sacred down the ages, is defined as a total way of life, must women deny the world and the future open to them?” Friedan asked. “Or does the denial of the world force them to make motherhood a total way of life?”

			The Feminine Mystique was an instant bestseller—the first paperback run sold 1.4 million copies—and readers responded in droves to Friedan’s takedown of womanhood under patriarchy. Plenty of critics and readers, too, were outraged by Friedan’s assertion that women were oppressed as housewife-mothers. In 1964, American author and poet Phyllis McGinley snapped back with her own bestseller, Sixpence in Her Shoe, a memoir-cum-how-to guide celebrating the personal rewards and societal value of women remaining in their “proper place.” But despite the anti-feminist backlash, The Feminine Mystique awakened the political consciousness of countless readers.

			Like Stanton, Friedan was compelled to confront the oppressions of the institutions of marriage and motherhood because of her own dissatisfactions as a housewife-mother in suburban New York. Her understanding of the problem and the trappings of the mystique were cultivated through interviews she conducted over five years with fellow housewife-mothers. By articulating the “problem” woman-to-woman, The Feminine Mystique appealed directly to the mass of readers in a way that the first academic interrogation of women’s alienation as childbearers and mothers under patriarchy, The Second Sex, written in 1949 by French existential philosopher Simone de Beauvoir, didn’t. Friedan’s readers were seeing their unspoken discontents represented and validated for the first time by an author who was like them. But herein lay the problem. The feminine mystique was an illusion cast only over women who were recognized, in mainstream society, as mothers—middle class, educated, heterosexual, married to men, and white. By critiquing dominant ideals of motherhood that she, like Stanton, was personally oppressed by, Friedan overlooked the experiences of women whose motherhood was marginalized and vilified by that culture. As bell hooks wrote in 1988, Friedan “did not speak to the needs of women without men, without children, without homes. She ignored the existence of all non-white women and poor women.” She also failed to think about the women who would “take care of the children and maintain the home if more women like her were freed from their house-labor.”

			Friedan’s determination to expand the consciousness raised by her book into an organized movement led to her cofounding, in 1966, the National Organization for Women (NOW). With Friedan as its first president, NOW was “dedicated to the proposition that women, first and foremost, are human beings who, like all other people in our society, must have the chance to develop their full human potential.” The major barrier to women’s fulfillment of their potential, explained NOW’s inaugural Statement of Purpose, was the invocation of “childbearing and rearing” to justify their exclusion from “equal professional and economic participation and advance.” The Feminine Mystique and the organization it inspired are often credited as the forces that propelled the women’s liberation movement (WLM) into being. NOW acknowledged that its aims were connected to broader issues of social justice, and they pledged to support “the common cause of equal rights for all those who suffer discrimination and deprivation.” But for Friedan, who was hostile toward lesbians, and in 1969, referred to lesbian feminists, who she believed would undermine and discredit the movement, as the “Lavender Menace,” this was by no means an inclusive pledge. The equal rights Friedan called for in her book and in NOW’s founding statement—rooted in the have-it-all ideology of mother as career woman—assumed a level of educational, social, and reproductive privilege possessed, overwhelmingly, by white middle-class heterosexual women like her.

			Launched two years after the passing of the landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964, NOW positioned itself as the first organization to “speak for women” in the way the civil rights movement had “for Negroes and other victims of discrimination.” Friedan and NOW’s founders might have been the first, in this time of galvanic political action, to commit to dismantling the laws and customs that prevented women from being more than mothers. But they were not the first to campaign for women’s rights as mothers. The route to inclusive social justice wasn’t a one-way street from home to workplace. For many women, justice meant being granted the dignity and respect to birth, nurture, and raise their children safely and with support. It meant overhauling the conditions of a society that assumed the supremacy of white people, and a culture that revered the procreation of middle-class nuclear families. Since the mid-1950s, activists in the civil rights movement—which NOW claimed didn’t speak for women’s equality—had been campaigning for mothers to gain these very rights and freedoms. And they were continuing the legacy of maternal activism, initiated by women like Truth, Jacobs, and Harper, that began after the abolition of slavery.

			Back in 1899, Mary Church Terrell had called upon the “fond mothers” of the NACW to organize against the injustices that prevented Black mothers basking in the “feelings of joy and hope” available to privileged white mothers. Black women must be able to “clasp their babes to their bosom” without being wracked with fear for their futures. Fifty-six years later, Mamie Elizabeth Till-Mobley, a teacher and solo mother, revealed to the world the devastating impact of racism on mothers’ human right to protect their children when she held an open-casket funeral for her murdered fourteen-year-old son, Emmett. In August 1955, Emmett, who lived with his mother in Chicago, went to spend two weeks with his uncle and cousins near Money in the Mississippi Delta. After visiting the grocery store to buy candy, Emmett was wrongly accused of whistling at or flirting with the white female proprietor. Her husband and brother-in-law abducted, beat, and shot Emmett, before dumping his mutilated body in the Tallahatchie River.

			Before Emmett left Chicago, Till-Mobley warned him to be very careful in the South, where white supremacists enforced Jim Crow laws of segregation and Black people were extremely vulnerable to racial hatred. His killers were acquitted of murder by an all-white jury after a deliberation of sixty-seven minutes. Till-Mobley, who had to demand her son’s body be returned to her from Mississippi, made the painful decision to have a glass top made for his casket so the extent of the violence done to him could not be ignored. “Let the people see what they did to my boy.” Some fifty thousand people filled the streets around the Roberts Temple Church of God in Chicago on the day of Emmett’s funeral.

			Till-Mobley became a leading activist and educator in the emerging civil rights movement. The murder of Emmett, including his funeral, was chronicled, with a photograph of Till-Mobley weeping over her son’s casket, in Jet, the magazine of African American news and culture. Her courage, as a mother and a campaigner, to bring the horrors of racism to public attention inspired many to join the fight for the rights and liberties of racialized people. On August 28, 1963, one hundred years after the Emancipation Proclamation, at least two hundred and fifty thousand people joined the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedoms, one of the largest marches for human rights and equalities the country had ever seen, and the most significant of the civil rights movement. The day of the march, when Martin Luther King Jr. gave his history-making “I Have a Dream” speech, was the eighth anniversary of Emmett Till’s death.

			The year that civil rights supporters marched on Washington—the same year Friedan’s white-feminist call to arms stormed the bestseller charts—Johnnie Tillmon, a Black solo mother living in the Nickerson Gardens project in Los Angeles, was unwell and had to take time off from her job as a union shop steward at a laundry. Tillmon saw how much her six children needed her, so she decided to leave her job and care for them full-time. With no income, she applied, reluctantly, for Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), a welfare benefit for solo parents with low or no income first introduced in 1935 as part of the Social Security Act. In the early 1960s, 48 percent of people receiving ADC were African Americans, many of whom were solo mothers who had been divorced or deserted. Even though white people were the majority recipients of ADC, racist perceptions of Black mothers’ sexual morality, maternal “fitness,” and capacity to work outside their homes meant they were seen as less deserving of state assistance. And to receive this assistance, Black women were often subjected to violating invasions of their privacy. Caseworkers would raid Tillmon’s apartment, day and night, because “if there is an ‘able-bodied’ man around, then you can’t be on welfare.” To organize against this dehumanizing treatment and form a network of support for fellow Nickerson Gardens parents reliant on ADC, Tillmon founded Aid to Needy Children-Mothers Anonymous, the first-ever grassroots welfare organization in the United States.

			The mainstream faction of the WLM may have been inaugurated with The Feminine Mystique and NOW. But the second wave of feminist activism and organizing around women’s mothering lives and maternal rights, which rippled during the civil rights movement and swelled in the wake of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, represented the needs and concerns of all kinds of mothers. As the decade progressed, the WLM, in the United States and the UK, encompassed a multitude of organizations, groups, and collectives who were campaigning for many different rights, liberties, and freedoms. But a unifying thread running through the WLM was the need to dismantle the patriarchal, colonial, white-supremacist institution of motherhood and transform the conditions of mothering for all people who mothered. Mothering and motherhood in all its diversity was finally being brought out of the confines of the private sphere to the forefront of political action and cultural debate.

			

			• • •

			I have a photograph, taken in 1955, of my mother, my grandmother, and her mother, my great-grandmother Elsie, sitting by a seawall on a Norfolk beach. They look jolly and contented, these three generations of my maternal lineage, eyes squinting against the wind as they smile for the camera. My mother, a mischievous eight-year-old in her white dress and hair bow, didn’t know yet that she was part of the first generation of women for whom motherhood would not be automatically synonymous with womanhood. Her mothering life, in contrast to her mother’s and her grandmother’s, would be her choice. And her ability to make this choice was made possible by the work of thinkers, activists, organizers, and campaigners associated with the WLM. Sarah was raised in a conventional family, but when she left school, she wasn’t expected to get married and start a family. She trained as a touch typist and moved to London, where she embraced socialist politics and the art and music of 1960s and ’70s counterculture. By the time she turned twenty, she gained the legal right and societal permission—which women’s rights activists had been calling for since the beginning of feminism’s first wave—to take control of her body and her reproductive destiny.

			Sarah was nineteen when the NHS (Family Planning) Act was passed, which meant women over the age of sixteen could obtain contraception devices and advice through local authority clinics. The combined contraceptive pill had been available from the NHS since 1961, but until 1967 it was mostly prescribed to married women whose doctors determined that becoming pregnant posed a risk to their health. But even after access to the Pill was extended, younger unmarried women still felt shamed and judged when they went to their doctor’s office to request a prescription. Sarah concocted a story about how she was engaged and saving up to get married. She remembers women passing fake wedding rings around the waiting room.

			The following year, 1968, the Abortion Act came into effect, enabling pregnant people in England, Scotland, and Wales to request abortion care from the NHS. If two registered doctors agreed that continuing with a pregnancy would cause mental or physical harm to the pregnant person or the fetus, then the request could be granted. The time limit for legal abortion under the act, initially up to 28 weeks gestation, was amended to 23 weeks and 6 days in 1990 following reviews of advances in medical technology. When the Act came into effect, procuring and providing abortion became legally permissible, but it was—and still is—regulated by criminal law and medical authority. Abortion was not enshrined as a choice-based right, but the passing of the Act was still a milestone in the ongoing struggle for reproductive freedom and justice. Access to safe, effective abortion care, which activists in the Abortion Law Reform Association, cofounded in 1936 by Stella Browne with feminist sex education advocate Janet Chance, physician Joan Malleson, and reproductive rights campaigner Alice Jenkins, had spent decades campaigning for, was finally possible. Before the act, an estimated one hundred thousand women every year were procuring and self-inducing abortions. In 1965, three thousand and fifty women were hospitalized with sepsis caused by complications of “incomplete” abortion procedures, most of which were assumed to be “illegally performed operations.”

			Sarah told me that everyone knew someone who tried to end a pregnancy with gin, quinine, and Epsom salts, or a scalding hot bath if they had no money. If they could scrape a few pounds together, they visited someone who could help them—and who, hopefully, was safe and knew what they were doing. Sarah’s grandmother Elsie confessed to having a so-called backstreet abortion in the early 1930s, because she couldn’t afford to raise another child. Elsie’s health wasn’t endangered, but at the time, unsafe abortion—which was overwhelmingly risked by married women between the ages of thirty and forty—was estimated to cause around 15 percent of maternal deaths. The stigma caused by the illegality of and moral objection to abortion meant Elsie carried shame with her for the rest of her life.

			Being able to access reliable contraception and abortion care was revolutionary for women like my mother. Not only was she able to decide when and if to become a mother, she was also free to enjoy sex without having what Browne had described as “this ghastly shadow of undesired conception at the back of [her mind] the whole time.” Legalizing abortion care was not only integral to women’s reproductive autonomy and maternal choice—it was crucial, since contraception was not 100 percent reliable, for their emancipation as sexual beings. Banning abortion care was and still is motivated by the insistence that women should be punished for having sex for their own pleasure rather than to serve a patriarchal procreative agenda.

			I asked Sarah if she felt any urge to have a baby in her twenties, and whether she ever thought mothering might be her purpose or destiny. “Not at all,” she said. “I read all the feminist magazines. I subscribed to Ms. from the beginning.” Cofounded by journalist and activist Gloria Steinem in 1971, Ms. voiced the social, cultural, political, and intellectual concerns of the WLM. The iconic cover of the Spring 1972 preview issue, illustrated by the late Miriam Wosk, featured the Hindu mother goddess Kali as a crying housewife juggling work tasks and house chores in her eight arms while a baby grows in her womb. Inside, founding editor Letty Pogrebin, in her essay “Down with Sexist Upbringing,” wrote about raising children free of gendered expectations and stereotypes. In conversation with Eleanor Holmes Norton, the American lawyer and human rights activist—and from the early 1990s, an advocate for Black women’s reproductive freedom and a congressional delegate to the US House of Representatives—Celestine Ware discussed “The Black Family and Feminism.” Ware, the late Black feminist activist and theorist who authored the 1970 book Woman Power: The Movement for Women’s Liberation, was an advocate within the WLM for the welfare rights and childcare needs of unmarried and solo mothers. In June 1971, a radio program Ware produced, “Out of Wedlock,” which discussed “the identity changes experienced by women who have decided to become mothers without the sanction of marriage,” was broadcast on WBAI radio.

			Also included in Ms.’s stellar preview issue was the previously unpublished text of American poet and writer Sylvia Plath’s play Three Women. Composed as a radio drama and first broadcast on the BBC on August 19, 1962, Plath’s play, set on a maternity ward, unspools the inner voices of three pregnant and birthing women going through very different experiences. The first, a married woman, gives birth to a healthy son, after a painful but transformative labor, who fills her heart with miraculous love. The second leaves the hospital after the devastating loss of her pregnancy, having hoped so desperately to become a mother. And the third, a college student who isn’t ready for motherhood, bids a wounded goodbye to the newborn daughter she has given up for adoption.

			Three Women was inspired by Swedish director Ingmar Bergman’s 1958 film Brink of Life, which centers on the emotional and medical experiences of three women in a maternity hospital, but it was also imbued with Plath’s recent experiences of maternity and motherhood. On April 1, 1960, Plath gave birth to her first child, Frieda Rebecca, at home with an “immensely kind, capable” midwife, after a rapid delivery with no chance for the nitrous oxide and Demerol pain relief she had requested for her expected hospital labor. “The baby is oddly lovely—great blue-dark eyes & a furze of dark hair & legendary skin,” Plath wrote to her sister-in-law, Olwyn Hughes, the day after Frieda’s birth. The following February, Plath lost a pregnancy. “The doctor said one in four babies miscarry & that most of those have no explanation,” Plath wrote to her mother, Aurelia. “Luckily I have little Frieda in all her beauty to console me by laughing and singing…or I don’t know what I’d do.” Just before midnight on January 17, 1962, Plath gave birth to her much-wanted second child, Nicholas, at her home, Court Green, in North Tawton, Devon, with her husband, poet Ted Hughes, and a midwife at her side. “[This] great bluish glistening boy shot out onto the bed in a tidal wave of water…howling lustily…I immediately sat up & felt wonderful—no tears, nothing.” Plath wrote Three Women while mothering Frieda and Nicholas, and in June 1962, in a letter to Olwyn, she described how completing her “very long dramatic poem” after “the last 3 years cow-push of carrying, bearing, nursing & nappy-squeezing” was her “poultice, [her] balm.” Seven months later, on February 11, 1963, Plath, who had suffered with depression since her late teens, died by suicide in her London flat. Before she laid her head in the oven, she took great care to seal the kitchen door, to minimize the chance of gas traveling to the room where her children slept.

			The inclusion of Three Women in Ms. was testament to the fact that Plath’s poetry, which contained intimate expressions of her maternal subjectivity and domestic containment, had made her a “heroine, almost a cult figure, to millions of women.” But Plath’s play, which was also a commentary on the era’s moralization and medicalization of motherhood and maternity, resonated with Ms.’s social and political concerns. Three Women, broadcast five years before the Abortion Act was passed in Great Britain, revealed the intricacies of an unwed mother’s feelings about having to birth a baby she couldn’t raise and would never see again. During the 1950s and 1960s, an estimated half a million women in Britain who were not married became pregnant. Despicable moral, religious, and clinical perceptions of unmarried mothers and illegitimacy, coupled with social and economic discriminations, meant many of those women had no choice but to give up their babies for adoption. Born during the so-called Baby Scoop, which began amid the postwar fervor for family making, their babies were often placed with married couples who faced the grief of fertility challenges. But many of those adopted babies’ birth mothers had suffered unimaginable pain and trauma.

			When my mother was young, her friends would whisper about girls they knew who had got in trouble and been sent to the “Naughty Girls’ School.” This school was one of the UK’s 150 mother and baby homes run by religious institutions in the postwar years to which thousands of unmarried pregnant girls and women were sent, often by their parents, to hide their shame and give birth. Too many were coerced to surrender their motherhood for their babies’ “own good.” In 2021, the UK Joint Commission on Human Rights launched an inquiry to investigate the experiences of mothers and children subjected to forced adoption between 1946 and 1976. The findings led to pressure on the government to issue a formal apology for its historic role in sanctioning such cruelties. In 2021, the Catholic church in Ireland and the Irish state accepted responsibility and apologized for the unimaginable abuse and neglect suffered by women and infants in some church-run mother and baby homes between 1922 and 1998, when the last home closed.

			In the United States, at the peak of the Baby Scoop in the 1950s, as many as 1.5 million babies, born overwhelmingly to unwed mothers, were put up for adoption—often against the will and without the informed consent of those mothers. Scores of unmarried girls and young women who became pregnant in the 1960s were sent away to one of two hundred maternity homes in forty-four states. Being able to access legal, destigmatized abortion care would have prevented many from enduring the lasting trauma of continuing a pregnancy they didn’t want and birthing a baby they had to give up. In 1972, when Ms.’s preview issue was published, elective abortion was available in only a handful of US states. Ms., as the mouthpiece of the feminist movement’s campaign to legalize abortion, included a petition headed “We have had abortions,” signed by fifty-three notable women including Billie Jean King, Susan Sontag, and Nora Ephron. Ms.’s petition followed the Manifesto of the 343 Women, an open letter written in 1971 by Simone de Beauvoir and signed by 343 Frenchwomen who had all had illegal abortions. Ms. invited readers to demand “a repeal of all laws restricting our reproductive freedom” in a tear-out to sign and send in.

			Beauvoir’s Manifesto laid the foundations for the 1975 Veil Act, named for the then health minister, Simone Veil, who prepared it, which decriminalized abortion in France, with certain conditions, before ten weeks’ gestation. By calling for an end to the silencing and stigma surrounding abortion, Ms. empowered women to support the movement for abortion rights. In 1973, these rights were enshrined, during the first trimester of pregnancy, when the landmark Roe v. Wade decision was passed by the US Supreme Court. Ms. revived their petition in May 2022, and invited readers to share their stories of abortion, when the draft of the Supreme Court’s majority opinion to overturn Roe was leaked.

			For Sarah, women’s lib magazines affirmed her right to call her body her own, and to embrace “voluntary childlessness.” But they also introduced her to the possibilities of what mothering could be and mean, untethered from dependence on a husband or male and free of patriarchal control and expectation. Throughout the 1970s, Spare Rib, the UK’s countercultural women’s lib magazine that Sarah read religiously, ran articles about solo mothering and parenting in alternative family structures and kinship communities. Women wrote about what it was like to raise their children collectively in communes. And those who identified as lesbians shared their experiences of mothering after coming out. During the 1970s, hundreds of women in the United States, and dozens in the UK, were denied custody of and sometimes visitation rights to their children after leaving their husbands and living openly as lesbians. There was nothing enshrined in law to prohibit lesbian parental rights. But the conservative view of the heterosexual parenting unit as the normal and natural situation for raising children meant that out lesbians were overwhelmingly discriminated against in custody battles.

			In 1975, the late poet, educator, and activist Minnie Bruce Pratt, who was living in North Carolina, fell in love, for the first time, with another woman. She had just begun to identify as a feminist. In “all kinds of women’s groups and spaces” she was learning and talking about the many ways that women’s bodies, lives, and sexualities were oppressed and suppressed to serve the patriarchy. It was a revelation for her, and a liberation. She was also married, and had been for ten years, to a man with whom she had two young sons. In North Carolina, homosexuality was criminalized under the Crime Against Nature statute. When Pratt and her husband divorced, she lost custody on the grounds that her sexuality rendered her an “unfit” mother. Fifteen years later, she published her award-winning second book of poetry, Crimes Against Nature, which took its title from the statute that punished her—and her children—for living as her “whole self.” “Woman, mother: those can stay / lesbian: no,” she wrote, in her moving poem “The Child Taken from the Mother.” Crimes Against Nature told the story of Pratt’s experiences as an out lesbian and a mother, including her unsuccessful legal struggle to regain custody of her sons. Pratt, who since the mid-1970s had been a dedicated feminist, antiracist, and anti-imperialist activist for women and LGBTQIA+ people, died in June 2023 after an illness.

			As feminist investigative journalist Eleanor Stephens pointed out in “Out of the Closet, Into the Courts,” her 1976 report for Spare Rib on the prejudices that resulted in lesbian mothers losing custody after divorce and separation, “There have always been children who were brought up by parents who were homosexual.” One early known openly lesbian and unmarried woman to be legally recognized as a mother was Marie Equi, an American doctor, workers’ rights campaigner, birth control activist, and reproductive healthcare provider. In 1915, Equi adopted a newborn girl, Mary, because her long-term partner, Harriet Speckart, longed to be a mother. For little Mary Junior, Speckart was Ma and Equi, Da—her way of saying “Doc,” which everyone called Equi. At the time, in Oregon, doctors often facilitated adoptions, and Equi had helped find parents for infants and children whose birth mothers and fathers were unable to care for them. Equi, who registered her daughter as Mary Equi, faced discrimination and punishment for her political campaigning, for provision of contraception advice and abortion care, and for her sexuality. But she had the courage and personal support to live openly in her relationships with women and in her identity as a lesbian parent.

			Many people who had identified as lesbians and raised children either in heterosexual marriages or in gay or queer partnerships kept their sexuality private, for fear of stigma and recrimination. In 1955, during the so-called “Lavender Scare,” a time of intense discrimination against homosexual people by the US government and state departments, Rose Bamberger, a “young Filipina immigrant,” had the idea to form a secret social club for lesbians in San Francisco. With seven other women, including feminist and gay rights activist couple Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon, Bamberger cofounded the group Daughters of Bilitis (DOB)—a deliberately obscure name honoring a lesbian poet claimed to be a contemporary of the archaic Greek lyrical poet and resident of the island of Lesbos, Sappho. DOB was the US’s first organization dedicated to lesbian and political and civil rights, and from its beginnings its founding members—two of whom were mothers—discussed the challenges and experiences of mothering as lesbians and in gay partnerships. In 1956, DOB launched The Ladder, the first lesbian-created monthly publication, which became a mouthpiece for lesbian liberation within the feminist movement in the late sixties and early seventies. The first issue called for people raising children in what were then called “deviant relationships” to share their experiences, as DOB was aware that a “surprising number” were doing so, and they wanted to gather research so they could offer mothers and parents the assistance they needed. From 1957, the group started sponsoring discussion meetings for mothers and parents, with nursery teachers and parent educators on hand to give advice and support. “Relationship Not So ‘Deviant’ If Child Has Love and Security” began a report in The Ladder on the first organized meeting.

			Even though lesbian motherhood was supported and discussed before the 1970s, it was within the WLM that many more women, like Pratt, found the community and care they needed to come out. But as Eleanor Stephens noted, “A lesbian with openly feminist ideas poses a double threat. She is seen as a direct challenge to family life and the traditionally sexual roles the courts uphold.” Stephens referenced one custody case in which a mother’s possession of feminist literature, including copies of Spare Rib, was presented as evidence that she would raise her children to have “little or no respect for the ordinary obligations of family life.” The judge felt justified in denying her custody, because her children would be “protected” from exposure to her “milieu of feminist fanaticism.”

			From 1974, the Seattle-based Lesbian Mothers National Defense Fund provided support and legal advice to lesbian mothers and parents going through custody trials. Four years later the Lesbian Mothers’ Defense Fund was launched in Toronto, Canada, by gay women associated with Wages for Housework, the international network, formed by feminist scholars and activists in 1972, which demanded remuneration and recognition for women’s unpaid domestic labor and caregiving. And in the UK, Action for Lesbian Parents, initiated in 1975 through the lesbian feminist magazine Sappho following three cases of denied custody, worked to destigmatize lesbian parenting and bring attention to the injustices of the legal system. Lesbian parents continued to face discrimination in family courts until at least the 1990s, when laws around child welfare and parental responsibility began to be reformed. But throughout the 1970s and 1980s, grassroots organizations helped many lesbians secure custody and visitation access, when they might otherwise have been, as Pratt was, cruelly forbidden from mothering their own children.

			The magazines of the WLM raised awareness about the struggles that many women faced not only to affirm their maternal identities but to be mothers at all. In Ms.’s preview issue, Johnnie Tillmon amplified the overlooked impact of poverty, compounded by racism, on Black women’s mothering lives. In her essay “Welfare Is a Women’s Issue,” Tillmon reminded readers that the mainstream feminist movement, dominated by the concerns of white middle-class women, needed to incorporate the needs of women whose ability to raise their children was crushed by social and economic discriminations. “For a lot of middle-class women in this country, Women’s Liberation is a matter of concern. For women on welfare, it’s a matter of survival,” Tillmon explained. In 1967, Tillmon became the first chair of the National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO), which campaigned for the rights of women whose access to benefits often cost them their sexual and reproductive autonomy. “You give up control of your own body. It’s a condition of aid,” wrote Tillmon. “You may even have to agree to get your tubes tied so you can never have more children just to avoid being cut off welfare.”

			The chilling belief that the limitation and removal of women’s fertility could serve eugenic ambitions for the “perfection” of future populations had run through the birth control movement since the late nineteenth century. From the late 1920s, many thousands of marginalized, vulnerable, and disabled women in US states and territories had been subjected to coerced or forced sterilization under government-funded programs. The majority were Black, Latine, and Indigenous American women. During the civil rights movement, leading activists including Tillmon and Fannie Lou Hamer, vice-chair and cofounder of the Mississippi Democratic Freedom Party, were revealing the devastating consequences of sterilization abuse. In 1961, Hamer, who very much wanted to become a mother, received a radical hysterectomy, by a white male doctor, without her consent while undergoing surgery to remove a small uterine tumor. Nonconsensual sterilization by hysterectomy or tubal ligation during surgeries or immediately after giving birth was so common among Black women in the state that it was dubbed the “Mississippi Appendectomy.” Hamer, whose chance to be a birth mother was stolen from her to serve white supremacist and imperialist agendas, went on to become an adoptive parent. From the early seventies, grassroots groups including the NWRO led public demonstrations against sterilization abuse. Political organizations including the Black Panther Party and the Committee for Puerto Rican Decolonization published articles and pamphlets explaining the racist and ableist motivations behind sterilization programs and emphasizing women’s inalienable right to free and informed consent. “Birth Control as an individual right must not be confused with population control as a social manipulation,” stated the Committee to End Sterilization Abuse in an information pamphlet.

			As Tillmon explained in her Ms. article, women’s receipt of welfare assistance was often contingent on the cessation or removal of their right to mother. In 1971, The Black Panther, the party’s newspaper, reported on a bill introduced in Tennessee to offer sterilization to solo mothers on welfare who had more than one “illegitimate” child. While this order was supposed to be voluntary, welfare payments were cut off if a mother refused—and their so-called dependent children would be at risk of being taken from their own mothers and placed with foster parents. In the journal Akwesasne Notes in 1979, Andrea Carmen, Indigenous American rights activist and member of the Yaqui people, revealed that an estimated 42 percent of Indigenous women of childbearing age, many of whom were dependent on government-funded medical care and economic assistance, had been coercively or non-consensually sterilized by the Indian Health Service, an operating division of the US Department of Health. In violation of their human and legal rights, their “welfare and other benefits” were routinely “withheld as punishment for refusing sterilization.” Today, Indigenous American and Alaskan Native pregnant and birthing people, living on reservations and in urban areas, face greater systemic barriers than white women to access reproductive and sexual healthcare and support. They are also at a higher risk of maternal morbidity and are two times more likely to die of pregnancy and birth-related causes. As the HEAR HER maternal health awareness campaign, run by the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, explains, “[O]ngoing and historical trauma—due to colonization, genocide, forced migration, and cultural erasure—contribute to health inequities.” The legacy of sterilization abuse is a huge part of this trauma. But organizations founded and led by Native women, including Tewa Women United (TWU), a multicultural and multiracial organization based in the ancestral Tewa homelands in New Mexico, advocate for the reproductive rights and body sovereignty of Native and Indigenous women and birthing people. TWU also works to reclaim and protect generational practices and knowledge around birth, the family, and mothering.

			As they drew attention to sterilization abuse, activists in the civil rights movement and the WLM were also calling for an end to the deprivations forced upon too many women who mothered. “Welfare MOMS demand a SHARE. Food. Clothes. Cash. Survival!” proclaimed the banner of a protester at a march for social justice in Memphis in April 1971. The fight of organizations like the NWRO was not only for their deserved share of the resources they needed to shelter, clothe, and feed their children, and for a “living wage for women’s work.” It was a fight for the right to mother, which was nothing short, as Tillmon wrote, of “the right to life itself.”

			The feminist fight to dismantle patriarchal control over women’s bodies and lives had always incorporated the fight for women and people who mothered to be supported, respected, and valued in their mothering lives. But in their revolt against the institution of motherhood, some activists in the early WLM deemed childbearing and mothering to be incompatible with radical political and societal change. Members of socialist and left-wing organizations such as W.I.T.C.H., founded in New York in 1968, and Radicalesbians, which began in 1970 as the Lavender Menace group, in response to Friedan’s exclusionary slur, gave searing critiques of biological motherhood, especially within heterosexual relationships and nuclear families. The ambivalence toward pregnancy and mothering articulated by philosophers including Beauvoir also contributed to a sense of hostility toward mothers that ran through some factions of the WLM.

			The feminist reckoning with the ways that women’s gender-based oppression was rooted in the exploitation of their reproductive capacities was truly radical. But for many feminists, the path to liberation lay not with rejecting and condemning motherhood, but with reclaiming the experiences of mothering children and reimagining its meanings and possibilities. In 1975, Marguerite Duras, the iconic French novelist, essayist, screenwriter, playwright, and Manifesto of the 343 Women signatory, addressed the era’s ideological “problem with motherhood” in an interview for the feminist journal Signs. “Why discourage women from the colossal swallowing up which is the essence of all motherhood?” Duras asked. “For her to feel like a man, free from the consequences of maternity, from the fantastic shackles that it implies?” After all, Duras pointed out, “it was man who made motherhood the monstrous burden it is.”

			Two years later, in 1977, Terry Slater, the mother of a two-year-old daughter, wrote an essay for Spare Rib titled “Why I Decided to Have a Baby.” Writing candidly about the tensions between her desire to become a mother and her commitment to socialist politics and the WLM, Slater questioned, as Duras had, the feminist discouragement of motherhood. Since the age of twenty-one, Slater had wanted to have a baby. But when she was twenty-five and first became involved with left-wing and feminist activism, she pushed the urge away. With so much work to do to force real societal change, having a child, Slater reflected, was seen as a distraction. And since much feminist debate framed bearing and raising children as a “trap” and a “con,” it seemed like a very shameful thing for a child-free single woman to admit to wanting. But the more time Slater spent in groups and collectives with women who had children, the stronger her desire became. “Bearing children has been made into a source of women’s oppression, but it doesn’t have to be,” Slater wrote. “I didn’t want to play a traditional mother’s role for the rest of my life, but nor did I want to be denied what looked like a really rich and loving experience…My body has the potential to bear children just as it has the potential to run, swim, dance, make love…I wanted to explore them all.”

			Slater’s first years as a mother were often tough. She faced problems in her relationship with her baby’s father, and she struggled to reconcile her identity as a mother with her left politics. She lost friends, endured sleepless nights, felt isolated, and parented alone. But while Slater’s feminism hadn’t always made the everyday work of caring for her daughter easier, it had enabled her to think and write honestly about what motherhood meant to her and how it made her feel. At the end of her essay, she thought about how, amid the hardships and losses, becoming a mother had been worthwhile for her. She admitted that she agreed with plenty of conventional reasons—wanting someone to love and be loved by; having someone to care for you in old age; gaining societal acceptance as a woman. But for her, as she wrote, “having a baby has been a way of exploring and re-owning part of myself…I know the experience of pregnancy, birth, and baby is one I wouldn’t have missed, and I’d like to do it again.”

			I recognize so much of my mother in Slater’s words. When Sarah became pregnant with me, in 1979, she had spent so long pondering the feminist mother dilemma that deciding to have a baby, to commit to the mothering life, felt almost transgressive. But Sarah’s feminism also affirmed her decision to become a mother—a decision she made entirely for herself. I was an accident, a love child. Sarah was sure she wanted to raise me on her own. While she was pregnant, she moved to a small terrace house in a village near her parents. She had a close-knit group of friends and relatives to help her. Her feelings about being pregnant and the kind of birth experience she hoped for were shaped by articles she read in Spare Rib about feminist reclamations of maternity and birth care and influential books like The Good Birth Guide, written in 1979 by Sheila Kitzinger, the British social anthropologist, “natural” childbirth advocate, and activist for women’s agency and choice in their birth care. The previous year, Kitzinger published Women as Mothers, a global exploration of “what being a mother means to a woman as a person,” which revealed how pervasive myths of “good motherhood” and “maternal instinct” were socially and culturally constructed. But no matter how positive Sarah felt about her solo mothering journey, the realities of raising her child alone, under the austere rule of the Conservative government led by Margaret Thatcher, would be far from easy.

			A few months after Sarah left the hospital and brought me home, two male social services officers came to her house to interrogate her about who my father was. Born to an unmarried woman, I was classed as illegitimate. For my mother to receive the benefits allocated to lone parents, she had to convince these men that she had no paternal support. In 1980, there were 1.3 million one-parent families in the UK, and 11.5 percent of all birthing people were not married. Under Thatcher’s government, single mothers were vilified and victim-blamed as immoral scroungers who deliberately got pregnant so they could drain the welfare state. The right-wing press supported Thatcher’s war on unwed mothers. Despite the stigma stirred up by the government and its tabloid mouthpieces, Sarah didn’t personally experience prejudice; she made plenty of friends and they didn’t judge her. Still, she lived under the constant threat of having her benefits revoked. Social services officers would turn up at the house, unannounced, to check she hadn’t shacked up with a man. Having her privacy invaded and behavior scrutinized while she was already struggling to support us was tough, but she got by, and she was never alone.

			When you are raised by a single mother, you are raised by a community of mothers. Sarah depended on play groups and nursery schools, my grandparents who looked after me when she went to work, and her cohort of mother-friends who helped each other out. The house I spent my early childhood in was always full of Sarah’s chosen family of friends old and new. I was never made aware of how hard everyday life could be for my mother. She fed us with vegetables grown on her allotment and the cheapest cuts of meat she could find. At the end of the week, my grandma got her a chicken from the butcher shop. Sarah made it last and used every scrap. When I asked her how she managed, she said, “I just did. You were everything. Being a mum…it was what my life was all about.”

			My mother gave me everything. Her love, and the work she did to keep me safe and secure, made me who I am. She took me everywhere with her, strapped into my little seat on the back of her bicycle. She read to me every night and tickled my arms until I went to sleep. She taught me that being a mother is about much more than biology; she taught me that mothering is a practice of care that brings you closer to the world, in connection and community. In 1999, the year I left home for university, Sarah trained as a foster carer. Until her recent retirement, she mothered over fifty children, many of whom who came to the UK seeking asylum. Her generosity, kindness, and advocacy for those children who all call her Mum were boundless.

			Sarah’s self-determined, freely chosen identity and life as a mother was made possible by the work of thinkers and activists during feminism’s second wave. But in her mothering, Sarah carried with her the historical legacy of centuries of maternal resistance, centuries of efforts by people who birthed, nurtured, and raised children to define, for themselves, what it meant to be a mother. This history shimmers in every person who has mothered or been mothered. My mother handed this history to me. I carry it with me, in my mothering life.

		

	
		
			
				Conclusion

				Mothering Through It

			
			A history of motherhood can’t be concluded. Mothering is a continual history, one that is constantly being written as the work of affirming and sustaining life continues. I have been a mother for eighteen years. I am past the time when my children needed everything from me, when caring for them subsumed all my time and energy. I look at them now, thoughtful and kind, gentle and funny, and think, I made you. They are entirely themselves; they are their own people. But I did make them, not only in my body, but with my constant attention and thought, my endless acts of tending that let them know “I am here, I am yours.”

			I know how privileged I am to have had the material resources, home safety, and support of friends and family to provide for my children and me. I’ve never experienced the fear of wondering how I was going to feed and clothe and shelter us. I’ve been able to mother without having to give up my career and surrender my ambitions. When I became pregnant for the first time, I had the right to choose whether to continue my pregnancy. After I made the choice to become a mother, my health needs and those of my potential child were met by the NHS. I gave birth to my eldest son in the safety of a hospital with the help of informed and experienced midwives. My second son was born at home after a terrifyingly fast and risky labor, but he and I were cared for, on an NHS maternity ward, for the first ten days of his life. All the rights and privileges of my motherhood have been granted to me by the maternal activists, reformers, and change makers who fought over the centuries for mothers of all kinds to be recognized and respected as people. But these hard-won cornerstones of liberated mothering are, today, precarious. And for too many mothers, they remain out of reach.

			The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that “Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. All children, whether born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection.” Yet many millions of mothers and children, in the US and the UK, are faced every day with food and housing insecurity, lack of access to healthcare, and social exclusion. Indigenous American, Latine, and Black children and parents, whose lives are also challenged by the injustices of racism and imperialism, experience the harshest deprivations. People who mother beyond the heterosexual nuclear family—including solo and unmarried mothers—continue, as they have for centuries, to be marginalized, neglected, and punished by the state. In the UK, years of austerity measures have meant that single-parent families—90 percent of which are headed by women—are severely impacted by caps to housing benefits, shortages in affordable childcare, and the cost-of-living crisis. In 2024, it was reported that around 28 percent of the US’s estimated 7.3 million solo mothers raising children under the age of eighteen were living on or below the poverty line. And poverty rates are highest among “American Indian and Alaska Native,” Latine, and Black solo mothers. But rather than commit to making sure that no mothers living in a country with the largest economy in the world struggle for their and their children’s dignity and survival, the current US administration is fixated on retrenching patriarchal ideals of reproduction and family-making. During the 2024 presidential campaign, Republican leaders unabashedly denigrated child-free women, solo mothers, and parents who identify as lesbian, gay, trans, and non-binary. Through their disturbing proposals to incentivize and support bearing and raising children only within so-called healthy family formation—meaning the heterosexual, male-headed family—they meant to curtail mothering and parenting by people who do not serve their extreme right-wing agenda.

			In the UK—which, at the time of writing, has a Labour government—right-wing pronatalist ideologies have, in recent years, been gaining traction. In 2023, at the UK’s first conference of National Conservatives—a movement promoting far-right social values and policies—Miriam Cates, a former Tory MP, gave a widely publicized speech in which she argued that a “collapsing birth rate” posed the most urgent threat to “Western society.” There would be no future, Cates stated, unless society reestablished the “optimum conditions” for people to bear and raise children. And the people she was referring to were married, heterosexual, British “natives.” Pronatalism, which is endemic in religious and social conservativism, is an anti-immigration, anti-LGBTQIA+, patriarchal project. Rooted in racist anxieties about the depletion of “white national” populations, proponents want to encourage marital families to have more babies by offering them economic advantages such as tax breaks. They also seek to reduce and even remove the welfare benefits, affordable childcare, parental leave, and equal pay that make solo parenting possible for many people who mother. Pronatalist advocates recognize that the population growth they are campaigning for won’t happen by implementing the so-called liberal measures that enable primary caregivers—who are overwhelmingly women in the UK and the US—to work outside the home. For them, women’s lives and rights must be restricted until stay-at-home, married motherhood becomes the only economically secure and societally protected way to be a mother.

			The future, for millions of people who mother, feels horribly uncertain. But we know, from journeying through the history of motherhood and mothering, that this is by no means the first time that patriarchal systems of power have colluded to control mothers’ bodies, lives, and rights. Women have mothered through every past attempt to govern who gets to be a mother. The patriarchy has long insisted that bearing and raising children exempts women from knowledge creation, social inclusion, and political participation. But as we’ve seen in this book, mothering has always compelled women to contribute to and transform their societies. The resilience and ingenuity of people who mothered in resistance, against adversity, has inspired some of history’s most significant political movements. And the breadth of thought that has sprung from the experiences of bearing, birthing, and caregiving has enriched culture in immeasurable ways.

			I feel so grateful to be a mother at a time when what it feels like and means to do the work of mothering, in all its diversity, has been brought so meaningfully into the cultural conversation. My own identity as a mother and my relationship to mothering have been molded by the thought, art, and activism of the many writers and artists who, over the last fifty years, have made motherhood a subject of serious inquiry and a source of incredible creativity. In the wake of the WLM, feminist artists brought the lived realities of birthing and caring for children—previously confined to the private, domestic sphere—to public attention. In 1976, the American conceptual artist Mary Kelly’s ongoing exploration of the relationship between mother and child, Post-Partum Document, was exhibited at the ICA in London. Beginning in 1973, and informed by feminism and psychoanalysis, Kelly spent six years documenting the material and psychological work of mothering her son in diagrams and charts, conversation transcripts, photographs and physical traces—including stained nappies, much to the shock of the tabloid press. Between 1980 and 1985, the American feminist artist and educator Judy Chicago collaborated with 150 needleworkers to create Birth Project, a celebration, in painting and textile work, of “aspects of the birth process; from the painful to the mythical.”

			During my lifetime, many extraordinary writers have illuminated the personal meanings and political significances of mothering and maternity. Audre Lorde, the inspirational and influential late American activist, poet, and philosopher, explored the erotics and politics of Black lesbian motherhood and self-mothering in the 1980s and 1990s. In 1987, Toni Morrison published her Pulitzer Prize–winning novel Beloved, one of the most affecting literary portrayals of the generational trauma that enslaved and free Black women carried and overcame in their motherhood. In her 1989 anthology Cradle and All, Laura Chester gathered poetry, short stories, and fragments of novels by over fifty recent and contemporary women writers who attested to the intimate pleasures and pains of bearing, birthing, and caregiving. With unsparing honesty, in 2001, the British writer Rachel Cusk confessed to the ambivalences and frustrations of early motherhood in A Life’s Work. American writer Maggie Nelson, in 2015, explored the intricacies of queer kinship and mothering in her revelatory work of theory and memoir, The Argonauts. In 2016, Revolutionary Mothering, a collection of theory, life writing, and poetry edited by Alexis Pauline Gumbs, China Martens, and Mai’a Williams, centered and celebrated the maternal thought and mothering practices of people whose motherhood, through history, had been denied and repressed. Inspired by the legacy of Black and queer reproductive and maternal justice activism, Revolutionary Mothering showed how mothering—in all its forms—continues to be “the key to our collective liberation.”

			These and so many other writers, artists, thinkers, and activists challenged the oppressions and suppressions of mothering and maternal knowledge. They contributed to the rich, expansive cultural terrain of motherhood forged since the 1960s. They attested to the diversity of maternal experience and revealed that the personal experience of being a mother can be inherently and powerfully political. And they showed how mothering holds within it everything that makes us human—fear and persistence, uncertainty and longing, strength and vulnerability, and love.

			One of the foremost threats to liberated mothering is, of course, the reduction and removal of reproductive freedom, choice, information, and care. In the past, as is the case today, attempts to remove people’s right to decide whether to continue a pregnancy—and to impede their access to lifesaving healthcare—have arisen when the hetero-patriarchal status quo is threatened. We have seen since the reversal of Roe the horrifying consequences of total and near-total abortion bans for the health and lives of pregnant people, and the health practitioners who care for them. Since the end of 2022, in the UK, there has been an “unprecedented rise” in women being prosecuted and receiving custodial sentences for procuring abortions. But despite calls from right-wing politicians and lobby groups to roll back the legal limit for abortion, in June 2025, MPs voted in favor of an amendment to current legislation, which would, hopefully, lead to the decriminalization of the procurement of abortion by pregnant people and protect them from prosecution. This amendment, tabled by Labour Party MP Tonia Antoniazzi, is a huge step toward the rights that women and pregnant people have been campaigning for over centuries—to be granted full control over their bodies and their reproductive lives.

			Abortion bans and the suppression of reproductive healthcare and information reveal the dark heart of the right-wing project. The instigators of these bans and suppressions are not lifting mothers and children out of poverty, improving maternity and birth care, and expanding childcare provision. Instead, they are aiming to reduce women and people with uteruses to reproductive vessels and to reiterate patriarchal expectations around what women and their bodies are for. The future of mothering, as we know, can never be sustained through coercion and oppression. To build a world in which all people who mother can do so safely and with support requires massive systemic change.

			The patriarchy might try to repeat its history, but mothers always have and always will rewrite it. Across our mothering history—the resilient, collaborative, tender, and powerful history of caring for children, ourselves, our communities, and our societies—we have weathered such storms before. From the maker of the clay ship in the ninth century bce, to Margery Kempe in the Middle Ages, and to Elizabeth Jocelin and other early modern maternal writers, mothers have ensured their stories and experiences would not be erased. Since antiquity, midwives and maternity caregivers have fought for birthing people and mothers to be believed and trusted, supported and respected. Thanks to Mary Wollstonecraft, Francis Ellen Watkins Harper, Sojourner Truth, Johnnie Tillmon, and many others, motherhood has been at the very heart of political and social change. Every person who has ever mothered or been mothered understands that the work of mothering is the work of living. There is no end to the history of mothering. Every person who mothers is carrying this history with them, as they forge through the uncertainty, holding hope in the hands that hold us all together. Mothers make history. And as mothers continue this history, their mothering will make the world.
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					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the shameful craft”: “Hali Meithhad (Holy Maidenhead)” in The Katherine Group (MS. Bodley 34), ed. and trans. Emily Rebekah Huber and Elizabeth Robinson (Medieval Institute Publications, 2016). Digitized by Robbins Digital Library Projects, University of Rochester, https://d.lib.rochester.edu/teams/text/hali-meithhad.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Pliny the Elder claimed: Pliny, Book XXVIII, Natural History, Volume I: Books 1–2, trans. H. Rackham, Loeb Classical Library 330 (Harvard University Press, 1938), 51.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					conflating midwives with “whores”: Ruth Mazo Karras, in Common Women: Prostitution and Sexuality in Medieval England (Oxford University Press, 1996), 71, writes: “A reference in one medical manuscript to ‘whore midwives’ suggests that prostitutes were thought of as knowledgeable about reproductive matters, although this may have been a disparagement of midwives rather than a statement about prostitutes.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Popular medical tracts stressed: Monica H. Green, trans. and ed., “Book on the Conditions of Women,” in The Trotula: A Medieval Compendium of Women’s Medicine (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 65. See also Monica H. Green, “From ‘Diseases of Women’ to ‘Secrets of Women’: The Transformation of Gynecological Literature in the Later Middle Ages,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 30, no. 1 (2000): 9.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“play with…and kiss them”: Helen Rodnite Lemay, Women’s Secrets: A Translation of Pseudo-Albertus “Magnus’ De Secretis Mulierum” with Commentaries (State University of New York Press, 1992), 131.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“mouth of the womb”: Malleus Maleficarum, trans. and intro. Rev. Montague Summers (John Rodker Publisher, 1928), 113, https://archive.org/details/MalleusMaleficarumHeinrichKramer/mode/2up?view=theater&q=midwives+.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					disrupt society’s “natural” reproductive order: As Hans Peter Broedel writes in The “Malleus Maleficarum” and the Construction of Witchcraft: Theology and Popular Belief (Manchester University Press, 2003), 179, with reference to Italian historian Guido Ruggiero, “witches were ‘sexual outsiders,’ whose activities, from the perspective of the dominant culture, threatened the natural order of society with the wrath of God.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					She made women infertile: Summers, Malleus Maleficarum, 99.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“No one does more harm”: Summers, Malleus Maleficarum, 66.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Kramer professed to know: Summers, Malleus Maleficarum, 99.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					secretly took “innocent children”: Summers, Malleus Maleficarum, 142.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					published and distributed across Europe: Broedel, The “Malleus Maleficarum” and the Construction of Witchcraft, 7.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					association of witchcraft with: See Chapter 6, “Fertility,” in Lyndal Roper’s Witch Craze: Terror and Fantasy in Baroque Germany (Yale University Press, 2004), for a discussion of how “preoccupations about fertility, women’s bodies, and the fragility of infancy lay at the heart of the witch craze in Germany.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“created for the purpose”: Martin Luther, “Lectures on Genesis, LW 1,” in Luther on Women: A Sourcebook, ed. and trans. Susan C. Karant-Nunn and Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 176.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“husband’s rights and jurisdiction”: “Table Talk,” in Luther on Women, 123.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“created for the man”: Luther (1519), “A Sermon on the Estate of Marriage,” in Luther on Women, 90.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					He echoed Kramer’s assertion: See Karant-Nunn and Wiesner-Hanks, “Witchcraft and Magic,” in Luther on Women, 230.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“bad her take a certain”: The Examination and Confession of certaine Wytches (1566), in Marion Gibson, Early Modern Witches: Witchcraft Cases in Contemporary Writing (Routledge, 2000), 17–18.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Frauncis was found guilty: For details of this trial, see “A Detection of damnable driftes (1579),” in Gibson, Early Modern Witches, 42–44.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“fall into the hands”: Anonymous, A pittilesse mother: That most vnnaturally at one time, murthered two of her owne children at Acton within sixe miles from London vppon holy thursday last 1616…(Printed by G. Eld for J. Trundle, and sold by J. Wright, London, 1616), https://www.proquest.com/docview/2240900433. See also Mary E. Fissell’s discussion of Margaret Vincent’s trial pamphlet in Vernacular Bodies: The Politics of Reproduction in Early Modern England (Oxford University Press, 2004), 76–77.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the world might not see”: Anonymous, Deeds against nature, and monsters by kinde tryed at the goale deliuerie of Newgate, at the sessions in the Old Bayly, the 18. and 19. of July last, 1614…The other of a lasciuious young damsell named Martha Scambler, which made away the fru[i]t of her own womb, that the world might not see the seed of her owne shame (London, 1614), M Library Digital Collections, University of Michigan Library, https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo2/A21774:0001:001/1:4?rgn=div1;view=fulltext.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“foolish women’s deeds”: Martin Luther, “On Married Life” (1522) in Luther on Women, 172.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Bring that child forth”: Luther, “On Married Life” (1522), 173.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“superstitious means” for “the deliverance”: Orders by Nicholas Shaxton, the evangelical Bishop of Salisbury, from 1538. Quoted and discussed by Fissell in Vernacular Bodies, 28.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					In 1591, on Castle Hill: S. Lurie, “Euphemia Maclean, Agnes Sampson and Pain Relief During Labour in 16th Century Edinburgh,” Anesthesia 59, no. 8 (2004): 834–35, https://doi.org/10:1111/j.1365-2044:2004:03891.x; see also “June 9—Ewfame Mackalzane” in Robert Pitcairn, Ancient Criminal Trials, Vol. 1, part three (Bannatyne Club, Edinburgh, 1833), 247–55.
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Chapter 8: Tender Regard

			
					
					“In order to describe pregnancy”: Louise Bourgeois, “Advice to My Daughter” in Observations of Louise Bourgeois called Boursier. Midwife to the Queen Mother of the King, Volume 2 (1626), in Midwife to the Queen of France: Diverse Observations, trans. Stephanie O’Hara, ed. Alison Klairmont Lingo (Iter Press, 2017), 276.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Bourgeois delivered the future king: Bourgeois, “How and When the Queen Gave Birth,” Observations of Louise Bourgeois, Volume 2 (1617), in Midwife to the Queen of France, 154.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					But Diverse Observations was: As Valerie Worth-Stylianou writes in the introduction to Pregnancy and Birth in Early Modern France: Treatises by Caring Physicians and Surgeons (1581–1625) (Iter Press and the Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, Victoria University in the University of Toronto, 2013), xvi–xvii: “France was at the forefront of the growth in such vernacular medical treatises: some twenty works were published in French between 1530 and 1630,” but “All but one of these works were written by men…the one exception was the royal midwife, Louise Bourgeois.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the first woman of”: Bourgeois, Letter “To the Queen,” Observations of Louise Bourgeois, Volume 1 (1609), in Midwife to the Queen of France, 89.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Bourgeois was born in 1563: For details of Bourgeois’s biography, see Klairmont Lingo, “Louise Bourgeois: An Other Voice,” in Midwife to the Queen of France, 30–31.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					she taught needlework and embroidery: Bourgeois, “How I Learned the Art of Midwifery,” Observations of Louise Bourgeois, Volume 2, in Midwife to the Queen of France, 233.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					The idea of shouldering: Bourgeois, “How I Learned the Art of Midwifery,” 234.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Finally, she could hang: For details of the licensing and regulating system for midwives in sixteenth-century Paris, see Klairmont Lingo, “Louise Bourgeois: An Other Voice,” 22–27.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Published in 1573, this treatise: Ambroise Paré, Of the Generation of Man: The Twenty-Fourth Book, in The workes of that famous Chirurgion Ambrose Parey, trans. Tho. Johnson (Printed by Richard Cotes, London, 1649), M Library Digital Collections, University of Michigan Library, https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A08911.0001.001/1:30?rgn=div1;view=fulltext.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					The women who worked there: Susan Broomhall, “Men at the Door: Education Delivery and Educational Deliveries at the Hôtel-Dieu de Paris,” February 9, 2015, Perceptions of Pregnancy, researchers’ network and blog, facilitated by Dr. Jennifer Evans and Dr. Ciara Meehan, School of Humanities, University of Hertfordshire, https://perceptionsofpregnancy.com/2015/02/09/men-at-the-door/. See also P. M. Dunn, “Paul Portal (1630–1703), Man-Midwife of Paris,” Archives of Disease in Childhood: Fetal and Neonatal Edition 91, no. 5 (2006): F385–F387, doi: 10.1136/adc.2005.076117.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Exposing a female readership: See Susan Broomhall, Women’s Medical Work in Early Modern France (Manchester University Press, 2004), 232–35.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					the preserve of male physicians: Klairmont Lingo, “Defense of the Text,” in “Louise Bourgeois: An Other Voice,” including footnotes; see also Broomhall, Women’s Medical Work in Early Modern France, 233.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Bourgeois watched over her patient: Bourgeois, “How I Learned the Art of Midwifery,” 235.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					never attended a single birth: Wendy Arons, “Translator’s Introduction,” When Midwifery Became the Male Physician’s Province: The Sixteenth Century Handbook “The Rose Garden for Pregnant Women and Midwives,” Newly Englished, trans. from the German by Wendy Arons (McFarland and Company, 1994), 1, https://archive.org/details/whenmidwiferybec0000ross.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Rösslin argued, in verse: “Admonition to Pregnant Women and Midwives,” When Midwifery Became the Male Physician’s Province, 33–37. See also Mary E. Fissell, Vernacular Bodies: The Politics of Reproduction in Early Modern England (Oxford University Press, 2004), 30–31.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the business is to be”: Paré, Of the Generation of Man: The Twenty-Fourth Book.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Dupuis warned her colleague: Bourgeois, “How I Learned the Art of Midwifery.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					surgeons were striving to gain: For discussion of the foundations of the professionalization of surgery in early modern France, see Emilia Wilton-Godberfforde, “Parisian Surgeons of the Seventeenth Century and the Disciplinary Emergence of Modern Medicine,” in Ordering Knowledge: Disciplinarity and the Shaping of European Modernity, eds. Jean-Jacques Chardin, Sorana Corneanu, and Richard Somerset (Presses Universitaires de Strasbourg, 2023), https://books.openedition.org/pus/32785.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					surgeons began to be: See Bridgette Sheridan, “At Birth: The Modern State, Modern Medicine, and the Royal Midwife Louise Bourgeois in Seventeenth-Century France,” DYNAMIS: Acta Hispanica ad Medicinae Scientiarumque. Historiam Illustrandam 19 (1999): 149–50.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					introduction of licensing regulations: Sarah Fox and Margaret Brazier, “The Regulation of Midwives in England, c.1500–1902,” Medical Law International 20, no. 4 (2020): 308.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					In France, the Statuts…commanded: See Klairmont Lingo, “Louise Bourgeois: An Other Voice,” 22–24.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					curtly described as “foul affairs”: Bourgeois, “Advice to My Daughter,” 277.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					To receive her license: See Adrian Wilson, “To Be a Midwife,” in The Making of Man-Midwifery: Childbirth in England, 1660–1770 (Routledge, 1995/2019), 64–66.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					they often helped unmarried women: For discussion of birth care and lying-in support given to unwed mothers in seventeenth-century England, and the midwives and women who provided the care and support, see Laura Gowing on “The Collectivity of Women” and “Lying-In” in chapter 5, “Childbed Conflicts,” in Common Touch: Women, Touch and Power in Seventeenth-Century England (Yale University Press, 2003).

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					In her book’s dedicatory letter: Bourgeois, Letter “To the Queen.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Bourgeois was also able to: Klairmont Lingo, “Louise Bourgeois: An Other Voice.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Bourgeois attributed her illness: Bourgeois, “Chapter XLIV: Of a Woman Whom I Delivered of Two Children, and Who Lost Her Mind, Running Around in the Streets Five Days After Her Delivery, and of How She Was Helped to Recover in a Similar Situation,” Diverse Observations, Volume 1, in Midwife to the Queen of France, 178.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Bourgeois prepared a soothing liniment: Bourgeois, “Chapter XLIV: Of a Woman Whom I Delivered of Two Children, and Who Lost Her Mind…,” 177.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Labor is extremely painful”: Bourgeois, “Advice to My Daughter.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“because…she would die”: Bourgeois, “Advice to My Daughter.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					medical authors frequently denounced midwives: See Lianne McTavish, “Blame and Vindication in the Early Modern Birthing Chamber,” Medical History 50, no. 4 (2006): 447–64.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“to have a mind that”: Bourgeois, “Chapter XLIV: Of a Woman Whom I Delivered of Two Children, and Who Lost Her Mind…”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“this child of my mind”: Bourgeois, “TO THE READER,” Diverse Observations, Volume 1, in Midwife to the Queen of France, 92.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					not to “have the audacity”: Bourgeois, “TO THE SLANDERER,” Diverse Observations, Volume 1, in Midwife to the Queen of France, 87.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Wise Phaenarate…consoled me”: Bourgeois, “Advice to My Daughter,” 266.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“You make well-known”: Bourgeois (Boursier), Apologie de Louyse Bourgeois Dite Bourcier Sage Femme de la Royne Mere du Roy, & de feu Madame. Contre le Rapport des Medecins (Chez Melchior Mondiere, Paris, 1627), quoted and discussed by Sheridan in “At Birth,” 159.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					midwives’ authority over “the secrets”: Bourgeois (Boursier), Apologie de Louyse Bourgeois Dite Bourcier, quoted and discussed by Sheridan in “At Birth,” 160.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“It is said that a piece”: Bourgeois, “How to Expel the Afterbirth in Women Who Have Delivered,” Diverse Observations, Volume 1, in Midwife to the Queen of France, 143. See also Sheridan in “At Birth,” 162–63.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“I have given…no witness”: Bourgeois, “TO THE READER.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					pregnancy was “a rough sea”: F. Mauriceau, The Diseases of Women with Child, and in Childbed (1668), quoted by Linda Pollock in “Embarking on a Rough Passage: The Experience of Pregnancy in Early Modern Society,” Women as Mothers in Pre-Industrial England, ed. Valerie Fildes (Routledge, 1990/2013), 39.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

			

			



	

Chapter 9: Quickening Spirit

			
					
					“felt her self quicke”: Thomas Goad, “The Approbation,” in Elizabeth Jocelin (1622), A Mothers Legacie, To her unborne Childe (1624), Early English Books Online, M Library Digital Collections, University of Michigan, https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A04495.0001.001/1:3?rgn=div1;view=fulltext.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					listen to her testimonies: See Sara D. Luttfring, “Pregnancy, Interiority, and the Circulation of Knowledge in Early Modern Medical Treatises and Tis Pity She’s a Whore,” in Bodies, Speech, and Reproductive Knowledge in Early Modern England (Routledge, 2016), 84–85.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“a small movement like”: Louise Bourgeois, “The Way to Know if a Woman Is Pregnant,” Diverse Observations, Volume 1, in Midwife to the Queen of France: Diverse Observations (2017), 92.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					If a woman intervened: See Carla Spivack, “To ‘Bring Down the Flowers’: The Cultural Context of Abortion Law in Early Modern England,” William & Mary Journal of Women and the Law 14, no. 1 (2007): 133–35. See also Caitlin Scott, “Birth Control and Conceptions of Pregnancy in Seventeenth-Century England,” Retrospectives 2 (2013): 82–83, https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/history/students/retrospectives/issues/8.pdf.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“like a well-ballanced ship”: Elizabeth Jocelin, letter “To My Truly Loving…Husband, Tourell Jocelin,” in A Mothers Legacie, To her unborne Childe (1624), Early English Books Online, M Library Digital Collections, University of Michigan. https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A04495.0001.001/1:3?rgn=div1;view=fulltext.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Days later, Tourell found: Teresa Feroli, “ ‘Infelix Simulacrum’: The Rewriting of Loss in Elizabeth Jocelin’s The Mothers Legacie,” ELH 61, no. 1 (1994): 90.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					‘It may…appeare strange”: Jocelin (1622), A Mothers Legacie, To her unborne Childe (1624).

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Despite her apprehensions: Feroli, “ ‘Infelix Simulacrum’: The Rewriting of Loss in Elizabeth Jocelin’s The Mothers Legacie.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the common kindred of Christianity”: Goad, “The Approbation.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Nature telleth me,” she confessed: Dorothy Leigh, “Chapter 3: The best labor is for the foode of the Soule,” The Mothers Blessing. Or The godly counsaile of a gentle-woman not long since deceased, left behind her for her children containing many good exhortations, and godly admonitions, profitable for all parents to leave as a legacy to their children, but especially for those, who by reason of their young yeeres stand most in need of instruction (1616), Early English Books Online, M Library Digital Collections, University of Michigan. https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A05259.0001.001?rgn=main;view=fulltext.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“great care, labor, travaile”: Dorothy Leigh, “Chapter 1: The occasion of writing this Booke, was the consideration of the care of Parents for their Children,” The Mothers Blessing.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					bestselling book by a woman: Feroli, “ ‘Infelix Simulacrum’: The Rewriting of Loss in Elizabeth Jocelin’s the Mothers Legacie,” 89. See also Catherine Gray, “Feeding on the Seed of the Woman: Dorothy Leigh and the Figure of Maternal Dissent,” ELH 68, no. 3 (2001): 563.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“expresse ordinance of God”: Elizabeth Clinton, The Countess of Lincoln’s Nurserie (John Lichfield & James Short, 1622), https://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/clinton/nurserie/nurserie.html.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					But Protestant theology deemed: See Laura Gowing, “Precarious Parenthood,” in Common Bodies: Women, Touch and Power in Seventeenth-Century England (Yale University Press, 2003), 198–99.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Aristocratic mothers who submitted”: Clinton wrote: “I pray you, who that judges aright; doth not hold the suckling of her owne childe the part of a true mother, of an honest mother, of a just mother, of a syncere mother, of a mother worthy of love, of a mother deserving good report, of a vertuous mother, of a mother winning praise for it?” The Countess of Lincoln’s Nurserie.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					And since breastfeeding could suppress: See “Elizabeth Clinton, Countess of Lincoln,” in Flesh and Spirit: An Anthology of Seventeenth-Century Women’s Writing, eds. Rachel Adcock, Sara Read, and Anna Ziomek (Manchester University Press, 1988), 108–109.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“God worketh in the”: Clinton, The Countess of Lincoln’s Nurserie.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“secret operation” to knit: Clinton, The Countess of Lincoln’s Nurserie.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					together in “natural affection”: Jacques Guillemeau, “The Preface to Ladies, wherein they are exhorted to nurse their children themselves,” in Child-Birth, or, The happy deliverie of women…Written in French by Guillemeau, the French Kings Chirurgion (Printed by A. Hatfield, London, 1612), Early English Books Online Text Creation Partnership, https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A02362:0001:001/1:10?rgn=div1;view=fulltext.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					guard against child abandonment: See Laura Gowing’s discussion of “the importance of breastfeeding” within “a Protestant rhetoric of maternity” in Common Bodies, 198–201. As Gowing writes, addressing the social benefits and economic relations of maternal breastfeeding in seventeenth-century Protestant ideology, it “ensured against mothers abandoning their children, both because of the difficulty of suddenly stopping feeding a child and because of the emotional bonds believed to be created by breastfeeding.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the most proper worke”: William Gouges, Of Domesticall Duties: Eight Treatises (John Haviland for William Bladen, 1622), 516, Early English Books online, M Library Digital Collections, University of Michigan Library, https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A68107.0001.001?rgn=main;view=fulltext.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Clinton was wracked with guilt: Clinton, The Countess of Lincoln’s Nurserie.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“two Paps of a reasonable bigness”: Guillemeau, Child-Birth, or, The happy deliverie of women, 3.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Louise Bourgeois was convinced: Louise Bourgeois, “How I Learned the Art of Midwifery,” Diverse Observations, Volume 2, in Midwife to the Queen of France, 235.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					not to “Trust…other women”: Clinton, The Countess of Lincoln’s Nurserie.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Five of her daughters: “Elizabeth Clinton, Countess of Lincoln,” in Flesh and Spirit, 108–109.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“cost [her] many prayers and tears”: Anne Bradstreet (1650), “To My Dear Children,” The Works of Anne Bradstreet in Prose and Verse, ed. John Harvard Ellis (A. E. Cutter, 1867), 5, https://archive.org/details/worksofannebrads00brad/page/n7/mode/2up. See also Bethany Reid, “ ‘Unfit for Light: Anne Bradstreet’s Monstrous Birth,” The New England Quarterly 71, no. 4 (1998): 522.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“fell into a lingering sickness”: Bradstreet, “To My Dear Children.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Anne believed her prayers: Bradstreet, “To My Dear Children.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					womb was in “sympathy”: Jean Marie Lutes, “Negotiating Theology and Gynecology: Anne Bradstreet’s Representations of the Female Body,” Signs 22, no. 2 (1997): 317.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“very great consent”: Helkiah Crooke, “The Fourth Booke of the Natural Parts belonging to generation, as well in Men as in Women: Quest XI: Of the wonderfull consent between the wombe and almost all parts of womens bodies,” in Mikrokosmographia, a Description of the Body of Man… (Printed by William Iaggard dwelling in Barbican, and there to be sold, London, 1615), 252, https://archive.org/details/bim_early-english-books-1475-1640_-a-desc_crooke-helkiah_1616/page/252/mode/2up.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Woodbridge introduced Tenth Muse as: John Woodbridge, “Kind Reader” in Several Poems compiled with great variety of Wit and Learning, full of delight… by a Gentlewoman in New-England (John Foster, 1678), in The Poems of Mrs. Anne Bradstreet (1612–1672) Together with Her Prose Remains, introduced by Charles Eliot Norton (The Duodecimos, 1897), 3–4, https://archive.org/details/poemsmrsannebra00hopkgoog/page/n74/mode/2up?q=fruit. See also Reid, “ ‘Unfit for Light,” 518.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“My mother’s breeding sickness”: Anne Bradstreet, “Of the Four Ages of Man,” in Norton, The Poems of Mrs. Anne Bradstreet, 62.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					she composed elegies for: Anne Bradstreet, “In Memory of My Dear Grandchild Elizabeth Bradstreet…” (1665); “In Memory of My Dear Grandchild Anne Bradstreet…” (1669); “On My Dear Grandchild Simon Bradstreet…” (1669), in Norton, The Poems of Mrs. Anne Bradstreet, 79–281.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Look to my little babes”: Anne Bradstreet, “Before the Birth of One of Her Children,” Poetry Foundation, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46450/before-the-birth-of-one-of-her-children.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“repent of the miscarriages”: John Oliver, “Chap. III: Repentance, the duty of woman with child,” in A present for teeming women, or, Scripture-directions for women with child how to prepare for the houre of travel, written first for the private use of a gentlewoman of quality in the West, and now published for the common good by John Oliver (Printed by Sarah Griffin for Mary Rothwell, London, 1663), 27, https://archive.org/details/bim_early-english-books-1641-1700_a-present-for-teeming-wo_oliver-john_1663/page/(26)/mode/2up.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“dead Heart in everything”: Lady Mary Carey, “Upon the Sight of my abortive Birth the 31st of December 1657,” in Flesh and Spirit, 56.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Let not my heart”: Carey, “Upon the Sight of my abortive Birth the 31st of December 1657,” 57.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“meat, drink, desires”: John Oliver, “Chap. XIII: Care of her own health, the duty of a woman with child,” in A present for teeming women, or, Scripture-directions for women with child how to prepare for the houre of travel…, 68–69.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT
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					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT
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Chapter 10: Want of Care
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					They swore not to reveal: Sara D. Luttfring, in Bodies, Speech, and Reproductive Knowledge in Early Modern England (Routledge, 2016), 9, quotes and discusses a seventeenth-century midwives’ oath that “stipulates the necessity of keeping details about women’s reproductive bodies and the practice of midwifery secret, especially from men.” Luttfring quotes from “The Oath that is to be ministered to a Mid-wife by the Bishop or his Chancellor of the Diocesse, when she is licensed to exercise that Office of a Midwife,” in Richard S. J. Garnett (attrib.), The book of oaths, and the severall forms thereof, both antient and modern… (W. Lee, M. Walbancke, D. Pakeman, and G. Bedle, London, 1649), 287, M Library Digital Collections, University of Michigan Library, https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo2/A85811.0001.001/1:3.147?rgn=div2;view=fulltext.
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					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT
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					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					women are increasingly being sentenced: See Julie Wheelwright, “Women Who Kill Their Newborns Are Deeply Unwell, so Why Are They Being Tried for Murder?” The Guardian, June 30, 2023, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/jun/30/women-kill-newborns-murder-infanticide-paris-mayo-courts. See also Milne, “Murder or Infanticide?”
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Chapter 11: Twist to a Knot
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					Within this “empire,” Blackstone wrote: William Blackstone, “Chapter the Sixteenth: Of Parent and Child,” in Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England: Book the First (Clarendon Press, 1765), 441, https://archive.org/details/BlackstoneVolumeI/page/n455/mode/2up. Also quoted by Sarah Abramowicz in “Note: English Child Custody Law, 1660–1839: The Origins of Judicial Intervention in Parental Custody,” Columbia Law Review (1999): 1344, http://digitalcommons.wayne.edu/lawfrp/37.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					neither physically nor morally capable: Londa Schiebinger, The Mind Has No Sex? Women in the Origins of Modern Science (Harvard University Press, 1989), 226.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“physical and moral order”: Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1762), “Book V: Sophy, or Woman,” in Émile: Or, On Education, trans. Barbara Foxley (Open Road Media, 2020), 171.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“[Woman] has the right”: Olympe de Gouges (September 1791), “The Declaration of the Rights of Woman,” Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité: Exploring the French Revolution, https://revolution.chnm.org/d/293.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“[my] enemies will not have”: “The Trial of Olympe de Gouges,” excerpted from Women in Revolutionary Paris, 1789–1795, eds. and trans. Darline Gay Levy, Harriet Branson Applewhite, and Mary Durham Johnson (University of Illinois Press, 1979), 254–59, Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité: Exploring the French Revolution, https://revolution.chnm.org/d/488.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					squalidly overcrowded coed prison: Sandrine Berges, “The Trial and Pregnancy of Olympe de Gouges” (August 11, 2017), http://www.sandrineberges.com/liberty-in-thy-name/the-trial-and-pregnancy-of-olympe-de-gouges.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“[The] early education of man”: Rousseau (1762), “Book V: Sophy, or Woman,” in Émile: Or, On Education, 171.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the mind, naturally weakened”: Mary Wollstonecraft (1792), A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (Vintage, 2014), 108.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“first duty is to themselves”: Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 218.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Women could fulfill their: Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 11.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					As a child, she sometimes: William Godwin, Memoirs of the Author of a Vindication of the Rights of Woman (J. Johnson, 1798), reprinted in Mary Wollstonecraft: “A Short Residence in Sweden,” and William Godwin: “Memoirs of the Author of ‘The Rights of Woman,’ ” ed. Richard Holmes (Penguin, 1987), 206.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Under English marital law: See William Blackstone, “Chapter the Fifteenth: Of Husband and Wife,” in Commentaries on the Laws of England: Book the First, 432–33.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					One of the youngest boys: Wollstonecraft, “To Everina Wollstonecraft (Mitchelstown, Ireland, c. January 15th, 1787),” in The Collected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft, 98.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“cultivate [her] understanding”: Tomalin, “Ireland,” in The Life and Death of Mary Wollstonecraft, 75.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Finding that I was observed”: Wollstonecraft, “To Gilbert Imlay (January 1st, 1794),” 238.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					But in 1761, Sarah Pennington: An Unfortunate Mother’s Advice to Her Absent Daughters, in a Letter to Miss Pennington (S. Chandler, 1761), https://archive.org/details/bim_eighteenth-century_an-unfortunate-mothers-_pennington-sarah-lady_1761_0.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Pennington was excluded from: Toni Bowers, “Going Public: The Case of Lady Sarah Pennington,” in Bowers, The Politics of Motherhood: British Writing and Culture, 1680–1760 (Cambridge University Press, 1996), 225.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“long chain of events”: An Unfortunate Mother’s Advice to Her Absent Daughters, 2.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					their “valuable friend”: An Unfortunate Mother’s Advice to Her Absent Daughters, 75.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					opportunities for some to remain: See Amy M. Froide’s fascinating research into the economic status and self-sufficiency of single women in the seventeenth and eighteenth century in her book Never Married: Singlewomen in Early Modern England (Oxford University Press, 2005).

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“left without a fortune”: Mary Wollstonecraft, “Unfortunate Situation of Females, fashionably educated, and left without a Fortune” in Thoughts on the Education of Daughters: With Reflections on Female Conduct, in the More Important Duties of Life (J. Johnson, 1787), 69, https://www.gutenberg.org/files/67466/67466-h/67466-h.htm.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					not marrying, by accident or design: For discussion of the social identity of “spinster gentlewomen,” see Alison Duncan, “Polite Loneliness: The Problem Sociability of Spinsters in the Long Eighteenth Century,” in The Routledge History of Loneliness, eds. Katie Barclay, Elaine Chalus, and Deborah Simonton (Routledge, 2023), 35–47.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					late eighteenth century in etchings: See, for example, the hand-colored etching “An Old Maid Treating a Favorite Cat to a Duck and Green Peas” (1792), by Richard Newton, https://collections.britishart.yale.edu/catalog/tms:42138, and the engraving titled “The Old Maid” (1777), by J. Walker, which features, as the accompanying verse describes, “an ancient maid” who, while taking tea, deludedly believes she is still young and longs to “lick the cream” as her cat does from the saucer, https://www.loc.gov/resource/ppmsca.19464/.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the Species of Mankind”: Anonymous, A Satyr Upon Old Maids (W. Denham, 1713), 9, https://archive.org/details/bim_eighteenth-century_a-satyr-upon-old-maids_1713/page/n7/mode/2up?view=theater.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“[L]et me tell you”: Wollstonecraft, “To Ruth Barlow (Le Havre, May 20th, 1794),” in The Collected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft, 253.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“best earthly comfort”: See Todd, Mary Wollstonecraft: A Revolutionary Life, 68–71.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“make children for the Republic”: Wollstonecraft, “To Ruth Barlow (Le Havre, May 20th, 1794).”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Rousseau boldly claimed: Rousseau (1762), “Book I,” Émile: Or, On Education, 6.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“My little Girl begins”: Wollstonecraft, “To Ruth Barlow (Le Havre, May 20th, 1794),” 254.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“was Gilbert’s only recorded joke”: Tomalin, “A Book and A Child,” The Life and Death of Mary Wollstonecraft, 219.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“innocent and sweet as the”: Mary Wollstonecraft, Letters Written During a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (J. Johnson, 1796). Reprinted in Mary Wollstonecraft: “A Short Residence in Sweden,” and William Godwin: “Memoirs of the Author of ‘The Rights of Woman,’ ” 69.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“hiding her face in my”: Wollstonecraft, Letters Written During a Short Residence (1796) in Mary Wollstonecraft: “A Short Residence in Sweden,” 127.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“I begin to love”: Wollstonecraft, “To William Godwin (London, June 6th, 1797),” in The Collected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft, 417.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“fierce and untamed enemy”: Nathanial Hulme, A Treatise on Puerperal Fever, Wherein the Nature and Cause of that Disease, So Fatal to Lying-In Women, are Represented in a New Point of View… (T. Cadell, G. Robinson, and J. Almon, 1772), 29, Wellcome Collection, https://wellcomecollection.org/works/jnubzh3c/items?canvas=7.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“image [is] continually floating”: Wollstonecraft, “The Wrongs of Woman: Or, Maria, a Fragment” in Wiliam Godwin, Posthumous Works of the Author of a Vindication of the Rights of Woman, in Four Volumes (J. Johnson, 1798), 2–3, Project Gutenberg ebook, https://readingroo.Ms./⅔/⅔/23233/23233-h/23233-h.htm#V1.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

			

			



	

Chapter 12: None but a Mother

			
					
					“her infant on one arm”: Sojourner Truth (1850), Narrative of Sojourner Truth; A Bondswoman of Olden Time, ed. and intro. Nell Irvin Painter (Penguin Books, 1998), 28.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Her mother, Elizabeth, who: For details of Truth’s parentage and the locations where Truth was enslaved from her birth in New York state, see Ned Benton, “Sojourner Truth—Identifying Her Family and Owners,” New York Slavery Records Index (July 4, 2017), https://nyslavery.commons.gc.cuny.edu/2017/07/04/sojourner-truth-identifying-her_family-and-slave-owners/.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Partus sequitur ventrem: See Diane J. Klein, “Emancipation Unlocke’d: Partus Sequitur Ventrem, Self-Ownership, and No ‘Middle State’ in Maria vs. Surbaugh,” University of Maryland Law Journal of Race, Religion, Gender and Class, Gender & Class 20, no. 1 (2020): 78–80, https://digitalcommons.law.umaryland.edu/rrgc/vol20/iss1/4.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“concluded to take her freedom”: Truth (1850), Narrative of Sojourner Truth, 27.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“in being permitted to be”: Truth (1850), Narrative of Sojourner Truth, 25.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the widely scattered members”: Truth (1850), Narrative of Sojourner Truth, 12.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					help her find “safe asylum”: Truth (1850), Narrative of Sojourner Truth, 28.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the good sense to value”: “From Thomas Jefferson to Anne Willing Bingham, 11 May 1788,” Founders Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-13-02-0076.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“extend…beyond the domestic line”: “From Thomas Jefferson to George Washington, 4 December 1788,” Founders Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-14-02-0111.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					end up conceiving illegitimate children: “From Thomas Jefferson to Samuel Kercheval, 5 September 1816,” Founders Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/03-10-02-0255.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Nothing less than constant attendance: See William Buchan, Advice to Mothers on the Subject of Their Own Health: and on the Means of Promoting the Health, Strength, and Beauty of Their Offspring, 2nd ed. (T. Cadell and W. Davies, 1811), 375, Wellcome Collection, https://wellcomecollection.org/works/gccj3v33/items.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					all “tender and rational” mothers: Buchan, Advice to Mothers on the Subject of Their Own Health, 1.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					to her “affrighted bosom”: “Dedication. To My Mother,” The Maternal Physician: A Treatise on the Nurture and Management of Infants, from the Birth until Two Years Old: Being the Result of Sixteen Years’ Experience in the Nursery. By an American Matron. (Isaac Riley, 1811), US National Library of Medicine Digital Collections, https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/catalog/nlm:nlmuid-2562058R-bk.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“that the most sublime pleasures”: “Dedication. To My Mother,” The Maternal Physician.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“habit as instinct”: Mary Wollstonecraft, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters: With Reflections on Female Conduct in the More Important Duties of Life (J. Johnson, 1787), 69.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Who but a mother”: The Maternal Physician, 7.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					lofty adulations and sentimental plaudits: For discussion of the “sentimental conception of maternal feelings” in motherhood literature of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, see Ruth H. Bloch, “American Feminine Ideals in Transition: The Rise of the Moral Mother, 1785–1815,” in Bloch, Gender and Morality in Anglo-American Culture, 1650–1800 (University of California Press, 2003), 72–74.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“they approach nearer to”: Buchan, Advice to Mothers on the Subject of Their Own Health, 2.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“faithfully discharge the duties”: Buchan, Advice to Mothers on the Subject of Their Own Health, 3.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“My friend, if in becoming”: Mrs. L. H. Sigourney (1838), “Letter I. Privileges of the Mother,” in Letters to Mothers, 6th ed. (Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1858), 9; Hathi-Trust Digital Library, https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=pst.000020621315&seq=22.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“a child into the world”: Buchan, Advice to Mothers on the Subject of Their Own Health, 2.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“[ideological] exaltation of motherhood”: Angela Y. Davis (1981), Women, Race & Class (Vintage Books, 1983), 10.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					They were deemed to lack: Deirdre Cooper Owens, Medical Bondage: Race, Gender and the Origins of American Gynecology (University of Georgia Press, 2017), 44. See also Cooper Owens’s discussion of the origins and exploitation of the scientific ideology of Black women’s ability to “transcend fragility” in chapter 5, “Historical Black Superbodies and the Medical Gaze,” Medical Bondage, 108–121.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Think, dear reader, without”: Truth (1850), Narrative of Sojourner Truth, 25.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“slave women…as ‘breeders’ ”: Davis, Women, Race & Class, 10.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Slave masters’ control of”: Dorothy E. Roberts, Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the Meaning of Liberty, 2nd ed. (Vintage Books, 1997/2017), 23.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					In the summer of 2023: Charlotte Alter, “She Wasn’t Able to Get an Abortion. Now She’s a Mom. Soon She’ll Start 7th Grade,” Time, August 14, 2023, https://time.com/6303701/a-rape-in-mississippi/.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“de white folks…would dig”: Testimony of Lizzie Williams quoted and discussed by Roberts in Killing the Black Body, 40. This mode of punishment for enslaved pregnant women is mentioned in several narratives of women enslaved on plantations. See also the words of Marie Hervey, who was enslaved in Tennessee, quoted by Cooper Owens in Medical Bondage, 43.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Their sisterhood made me stronger”: Read the stories of Mikala Jones and other parents who have been supported by Sisters in Birth on their website: https://www.sibirth.org/get_involved.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“all who would fain believe”: Truth (1850), Narrative of Sojourner Truth, 10.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“a state of chattelism toward”: Truth (1850), Narrative of Sojourner Truth, 25.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“be delivered into the hands”: See quote from “Court Records from Sojourner Truth’s 1828 Legal Battle to Free Her Son from Enslavement” in a post by Lisa Herndon about an exhibition of Truth’s “landmark case, People v. Solomon Gedney,” which included Truth’s deposition, at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in September 2022. The court records were uncovered in the New York State Archives in January 2022: New York Public Libraries website (September 29, 2022), https://www.nypl.org/blog/2022/09/29/court-records-sojourner-truth-legal-battle.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					In 1835, he beat her: See Antonia Fraser, The Case of the Married Woman. Caroline Norton: A 19th Century Heroine Who Wanted Justice for Women (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2021), ebook, 941.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“appeared to be sleeping”: Mary Shelley, letter to Thomas Hogg (March 6, 1815), quoted by Charlotte Gordon in Romantic Outlaws: The Extraordinary Lives of Mary Wollstonecraft & Mary Shelley (Windmill Books, 2016), 133.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					In 1822, Shelley suffered: For details of the tragic losses of Shelley’s infant children and her emotional experiences as a grieving mother, see the chapters “London and Bishopsgate,” “Italy,” “ ‘The Happy Hours,’ ” and “ ‘Our Little Will,’ ” in Gordon, Romantic Outlaws.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“I could not live ten”: Mary Shelley, letter to Lord Byron (25th February 1823), quoted by Miranda Seymour in Mary Shelley (Simon & Schuster, 2018), ebook, 369.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“separated from all maternal care”: Mary Shelley, from an essay on the Italian dramatist and poet Alfieri, quoted by Seymour in Mary Shelley, ebook, 511, and by Fraser in The Case of a Married Woman, ebook, 1162.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Norton wasn’t called for until: See Fraser, The Case of the Married Woman, ebook, 2239–2266.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“One of my children was”: Caroline Sheridan Norton, “A Letter to the Queen on Lord Chancellor Cranford’s Marriage and Divorce Bill” (Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans, 1855), 69; Victorian Women Writers’ Project, Indiana University Digital Library, https://webapp1.dlib.indiana.edu/vwwp/view?docId=VAB7092&doc.view=print.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					pious, pure, submissive, and domestic: Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820–1860,” American Quarterly 18, no. 2, Part 1 (1966): 152.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“secret and silent influence”: John S. C. Abbot, The Mother at Home; or The Principles of Maternal Duty Familiarly Illustrated, 5th ed. (Harpers & Brothers Publishers, 1873), 12, https://archive.org./details/motherathomeorpr00abbo/page/12/mode/2up?q=secret+.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					was surely “absurd and unnatural”: Caroline Sheridan Norton, Observations on the Natural Claim of the Mother to the Custody of Her Infant Children. As Affected by the Common Law Right of the Father (James Ridgway and Sons, 1837), 74, Google Books ebook, https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=JX8iPAAACAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“The daily tenderness, the watchful”: Norton, Observations on the Natural Claim of the Mother, 51–52.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Well, you do look like”: Truth (1850), Narrative of Sojourner Truth, 36.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“pity the mother who has”: Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly (Applewood Books, 1851), 316. Quoted and discussed by Jodi Vandenberg-Daves in Modern Motherhood: An American History (Rutgers University Press, 2014), 45.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“love and feel for all mankind”: Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 136, quoted and discussed by Vandenberg-Daves in Modern Motherhood, 45.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Slavery is terrible for”: Harriet Jacobs (1861), Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, introduced by Tiya Miles (Modern Library/Penguin Random House, 2021), 94.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“may be…degraded by”: Jacobs (1861), Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 23.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“every mother is bound by”: An excerpt from the pamphlet “Proceedings of an Anti-Slavery Convention of Women, Assembled from Various Parts of the United States, in Pennsylvania Hall, in the city of Philadelphia, on Tuesday, the 15th of May 1838” (1838), 6, Digital Public Library of America, https://dp.la/primary-source-sets/the-american-abolitionist-movement/sources/170.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“articulate and record their experiences”: bell hooks (1981), ain’t I a woman? black women and feminism (Routledge, 2015), 2.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“passive puppets in a”: Roberts, Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the Meaning of Liberty, 7.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Enslaved women of West: Cooper Owens, Medical Bondage, 45.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“I never did have any”: George Rawick, “Interview with Mary Gaffney,” prepared by the Federal Writers’ Project, 1936–38, The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography (Greenwood Press, 1972). Excerpt included on the resource page “Resistance,” Women and the American Story, New York Historical Society Museum and Library, https://wams.nyhistory.org/a-nation-divided/antebellum/resistance/.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“The painful, patient, silent”: Anna Julia Cooper, “Women’s Cause Is One and Universal,” speech given on May 18, 1893, at the World’s Congress of Representative Women, Black Past, https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/1893-anna-julia-cooper-womens-cause-one-and-universal/. Also quoted by Roberts in Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the Meaning of Liberty, 3.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

			

			



	

Chapter 13: Enlightened

			
					
					“We need mothers who are”: Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, Enlightened Motherhood: An Address by Mrs. Frances E. W. Harper Before the Brooklyn Literary Society (Brooklyn, 1892), 8, PDF in Daniel Murray Pamphlet Collection, Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/91898488/.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Have I yearned for”: Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, quoted in a chapter on Harper by George F. Bragg in Men of Maryland (Church Advocate Press, 1914), excerpted on the website of Read and Co. Books, https://www.readandcobooks.co.uk/book-author/frances-ellen-watkins-harper/.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Her poetry commemorated their sufferings: All quotes from Harper’s poems “The Slave Auction,” “The Slave Mother,” and “Eliza Hill” are from Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects by Frances Ellen Watkins (J. B. Yerrinton & Son, 1854).

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					Harris made it to a: See “The Story of Eliza Harris,” in Levi Coffin, Reminiscences of Levi Coffin, the Reputed President of the Underground Railroad; Being a Brief History of the Labors of a Lifetime on Behalf of the Slave, with the Stories of Numerous Fugitives, Who Gained Their Freedom Through His Instrumentality, and Many Other Incidents, 2nd ed. (Robert Clarke & Co, 1880), 147–51, https://docsouth.unc.edu/nc/coffin/coffin.html#p542.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					taught them how to lobby: See Angela Y. Davis, citing Eleanor Flexner’s Century of Struggle: The Woman’s Rights Movement in the United States (Atheneum, 1973), in “The Anti-Slavery Movement and the Birth of Women’s Rights,” in Women, Race & Class (Vintage, 1983), 28.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					at the World Anti-Slavery Convention: See Davis, “Class and Race in the Early Women’s Right’s Campaign,” in Women, Race & Class, 36–37.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“immediate admission to all the: “Declaration of Sentiments,” Report of the Woman’s Rights Convention, held at Seneca Falls, New York, July 19 and 20, 1848 (Printed by John Dick, Rochester, NY: The North Star office of Frederick Douglass, 1848), Elizabeth Cady Stanton Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/exhibitions/women-fight-for-the-vote/about-this-exhibition/seneca-falls-and-building-a-movement-1776-1890/seneca-falls-and-the-start-of-annual-conventions/declaration-of-sentiments/.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“I speak of wrongs”: Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, “We Are All Bound Up Together,” proceedings of the Eleventh National Women’s Rights Convention, New York City (May 1866), Iowa State University Archives of Women’s Political Communication, https://awpc.cattcenter.iastate.edu/2017/03/21/we-are-all-bound-up-together-may-1866/.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					The contents of their farm: Watkins Harper, “We Are All Bound Up Together.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“justice is not fulfilled”: Watkins Harper, “We Are All Bound Up Together.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					calls for the law: See Holly J. McCammon, Sandra C. Arch, and Erin M. Bergner, “A Radical Demand Effect: Early US Feminists and the Married Women’s Property Acts,” Social Science History 38, no. 1–2 (2014): 221–50.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					maternal ideology termed Republican Motherhood: Linda Kerber, “The Republican Mother: Women and the Enlightenment—An American Perspective,” American Quarterly 28, no. 2 (1976): 187–205.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“the vital interests of [their]”: Lydia Sigourney, Letters to Mothers by Mrs. L. H. Sigourney, 2nd ed. (Harper Brothers, Cliff Street, 1839), 14.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					However, the mothers being lauded: Stephanie Farrar, “Maternity and Black Women’s Citizenship in Frances Watkins Harper’s Early Poetry and Late Prose,” MELUS 40, no. 1 (2015): 53.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“teach their children to”: Watkins Harper, Enlightened Motherhood, 8.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					conventions of “wifehood and motherhood”: Tracy A. Thomas, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the Feminist Foundations of Family Law (New York University Press, 2016), 158.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“Wifehood and motherhood,” she proclaimed: Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “ ‘For Women Only’: Mrs. Elizabeth Cady Stanton Discourses on Marriage and Maternity,” SF Chronicle (July 13, 1871), quoted and discussed by Thomas in Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the Feminist Foundations of Family Law, 158.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“sovereign right to her”: Thomas, quoting Stanton in Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the Feminist Foundations of Family Law, 159.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“passion” had been consumed by maternal instinct: See Linda Gordon, “Voluntary Motherhood,” in Woman’s Body, Woman’s Right: A Social History of Birth Control in America (Grossman, 1976), 98–100. Gordon quotes the suffragist and social activist Isabella Beecher Hooker, who in 1869, in a letter to her daughter on the subject of avoiding getting pregnant until she was “prepared in body and soul to receive and cherish the little one,” wrote: “Multitudes of women in all the ages who have scarce known what sexual desire is—being wholly absorbed in the passion of maternity—have sacrificed themselves to the beloved husbands as unto God—and yet these men, full of their human passion and defending it as righteous & God-sent lose all confidence in womanhood when a woman here and there betrays her similar nature & gives herself soul & body to the man she adores.”

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“[The] husband cannot be guilty”: Sir Matthew Hale, Historia Placitorum Coronæ: The History of the Pleas of the Crown, New Edition, Volume I (E. Rider, Little-Britain, 1800), 628, Google Books ebook, https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=2KoDAAAAQAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=snippet&q=husband&f=false.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“her most sacred rights”: Sarah Grimké, “Marriage” (1856), in Gerda Lerner, The Grimké Sisters from South Carolina: Pioneers for Women’s Rights and Abolition, rev. and expanded ed. (University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 439.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“right of controlling all preliminaries”: Grimké, “Marriage” (1856), 436.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					By positioning women’s agency: For discussion of Voluntary Motherhood as foundational to the feminist birth control movement, see Linda Gordon, “Voluntary Motherhood: The Beginnings of Feminist Birth Control Ideas in the United States,” Feminist Studies 1, no. ¾ (1973): 5–22.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					immoral, unnatural, or insane: See Horatio Robinson Storer, Why Not?: A Book for Every Woman (Lee and Shepard, 1866), Wellcome Collection, https://wellcomecollection.org/works/fgdrf9nc/items?canvas=7. See also Storer and Franklin Fiske Herd, Criminal Abortion: Its Nature, Its Evidence, and Its Laws (Little, Brown, and Company, 1868), Google Books ebook, https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Horatio_Robinson_Storer_Criminal_abortion?id=W4w91EI9bpoC.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					No “true wife,” he wrote: Horatio Robinson Storer, Is it I?: A Book for Every Man (Lee and Shepard, 1868), 134. Also quoted in Thomas, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the Feminist Foundations of Family Law, 158.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					“any Poison or other noxious”: “Attempts to procure abortion,” Offences Against the Person Act 1861, https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/24-25/100/crossheading/attempts-to-procure-abortion/enacted?view=plain.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

					

					
					emboldened present-day right-wing: See Harper D. Ward, “Misrepresenting Susan B. Anthony on Abortion,” National Susan B. Anthony Museum and House (2018), https://susanbanthonyhouse.org/blog/misrepresenting-susan-b-anthony-on-abortion/.

					GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT
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