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ABSTRACT

This article focuses on the contradictory images and realities of wives and meothers, and the
multifaceted meanings of motherhood in historical and cultural milieus. It discusses the persistent
lack of recognition of the arbitrary role of culture and the transformational power of the histori-
cal and specific into superficially "natural' and all encornpassing, albeit banal, generalities. The ab-
sence of awareness of this crucial distinction results in the common fallacy of fusing social and

biological mothering, conflating these two distinct roles into a lackluster reductionism.
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Four things necessary in a house are a

chimney, a cat. a hen and a good wife.

ntroduction

In the early 17" century, women in Colonial America were equated with useful animals and
other things necessary to have a well functioning home. By the 1800's, economic conditions forced
working class and poor families to adopt a more flexible sexual division of labor to facilitate the

busy schedule of women working outside the home. However, middle-class men were quite sur-
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prised, when they faced the reality of men performing household labor and caring for children.
In the 1880 s, when the first modern investigations of working-class fam-
ily life were undertaken by the Massachusetts Bureau of Labor Statistics.
one of the findings that most shocked and dismayed the middle-class male
investigators was that working-class men would cook, clean and care for the

children while their wives were at work?

The juxtaposition of the above quotes reflects the theme of this article regarding the contradic-
tory images and realities of wives and mothers, and the multifaceted meanings of motherhood in
historical and cultural milieus. The term "mothering' can be used to refer to someone who takes
care of others; it is based on nurturing and can be used without reference to sex. Thus, anyone
who gives nurturance, whether it is a woman or man, a friend, a relative or paid caregiver is doing
mothering work,

In considering issues within this fundamental and deeply emotional arena of life, questions re-
garding the nature of motherhood, care of children and the household division of labor repeatedly
arise. In this context, it is enlightening to consider the following :

The biological appearances and the very real effects that have been pro-
duced in bodies and minds by a long collective labour of socialization of the
biological and biologicization of the social combine to reverse the relationship
between causes and effects and to make a naturalized social construction
{genders” as sexually characterized habitus) appear as the grounding in na-
ture of the arbitrary division which underlies both reality and the represen-
tation of reality and which sometimes imposes itself even on scientific re-

search’

Bourdieu makes the above statement as part of his analysis of the Berbers of Kabylia. He char-
acterizes Kabylia as a "living reservolr," of the Mediterranean-based cultural tradition of Western
societies with remnants, which still exist today in the United States and Eurcpe.' The androcentric
vision of the culture of Kabylia is represented as neutral and natural in societal discourse, but actu-
ally forms a very unnatural and inflexible division between women and men in every dimension of
their lives. Bourdieu attempts to reveal the hidden processes, which led to the extreme divisions
and cultural representations of gender differentiation: he then explores the materialization and
naturalization of arbitrary ideologies by society.

In reality, there is only one naturally obvious fact that links women and children. This fac‘_[ is, of
course. that women go through conception, giving birth and all that these processes physiologically
entail. The myth of women as "natural mothers"” turns on the assumption that nurturing by the
hiclogical mother is essential for the physical survival of the infant, and through this care-giving

the mother and child form an immutable emotional bond initiated when the child is in the womb;
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thus establishing a kind of maternal essentialism with its underlving assumption that motherhood
is reducible to biclogy.”

The argument advanced in this article does not deny the physioclogical process of human repro-
duction, but rather questions the assumptions and meanings that different cultures and societies
assign to women as wives and mothers. Women cross—culturally and historically have sometimes
practiced infanticide and abortion, given children up for adoption, used nannies to raise their chil-
dren and hired wet nurses to feed infants. Women in recent times (e.g., Susan Smith's particularly
calculated and cold-blooded murder of her children in 1994 in the U.S), and women in not so re-
cent times (e.g.. Medea in the classic Greek play of the same name) have exhibited behavior, which
is decidedly not in keeping with our loving, altruistic maternal ideclogies.” Such cases occur not
only when the mother is incapable of nursing or raising a child, but also when she simply does not
wish or does not want to be bothered with raising children.

Contrary to Fox’, we must recall that humans have been able to control procreation by various
means and have the ability to prevent and/or terminate unwanted pregnancies. Additionally,
women have served as surrogate mothers and egg donors for money, as well as for other reasons,
advertising their services on the internet and displaying information regarding intelligence, looks,
coloring, body type, and educational record, etc. These facts suggest that the myth of the unbreak-
able womh-based mother—child bond is simply that just a myth, which can be summarily shat-
tered,

Raising children to adulthood, feeding and cooking meals for them, and cleaning the house is not
natural for women anymore than it is naturai for men; women choose to do this work and in
many societies there is great pressure for a woman to make this particular choice. However, tak-
ing care of children is a social act for which socieiy also has a responsibility and duty. As such, it is
important work, but there is no necessary condition requiring that only women perform this labor.
At the crux of the issue is the unfortunate and unyielding lack of awareness of the arbitrary role
of culture and the transformational power of the historical and specific into “seemingly.’ natural
and all encompassing, albeit banal, generalities. The absence of the recognition of this crucial dis-
tinction results in the all too common fallacy of fusing the roles of social and biological mothering
conflating these two distinct roles into a lackluster reductionism. Thus, we coatinue to be inun-
dated by literature regarding naturally altruistic "mothering females" and naturally "competitive,
aggressive males” and these reified ideas are solidly entrenched in popular literlature. {elevision,
movies, and even in college curricula.

Rather than facilely accept these "naturalized constructions,' this article reviews ethnological
and ethnegraphic research, as well as sociological and historical studies, in order to break the spell-
bound visions presented to us through stereotypical gendered roles blandly offered up by society.
An examination of past, present and cross-cultural anthropelogical research. reflects the rich pletb-
ora of meanings, images, and roles of women, as well as iilustrates the naturalization of disparate

constructions of wives and mothers.
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Ethnographic Views of Mothers

Anthropology has long manifested an interest with variation in sex roles, marriage and the fam-
ily dating back to the 19" century. Since that time, there have been many contributions to the ever
-expanding research on the roles of women and men in the family. Friedl’ investigated the sexual
division of labor and illustrated that there is much diversity in familial roles. She argued that
-women who are biological mothers are not the only people associated with the household, as care-
takers of children and sole performers of household related tasks in many cultures.

Draper and her research on !Kung women, showed that women were responsible for child
care, but they also were obligated to build huts, and on occasion men helped out with both jobs re-
flecting the typical flexibility of roles practiced by foraging people. Among the Kung pecple, rela-
tionships between men and children are relaxed and playful without any expectation of deference
or stylized respect from children, Shostack's" research has further shown that !Kung women tradi-
tionally provided approximately sixty to ninety percent of the total amount of calories consumed
by family members, and older women carefully managed househald food distribution. Women also
had access to game brought home from group hunting forays mainly via natal kin redistribution
networks not, as commonly assumed. through those based on affinity. This is a critical point, since
meat was frequently used as a political tool in huying support and favors, rather than a reliable
source of provisions for a wife and children. Thus the image of a lone male hunter bringing home
wild game and ceremonially handing it over to his waiting by the fireside wife is a flawed one re-
flecting Western sterectypical perceptions of proper gender roles” One of the interesting hall-
marks of many foraging societies is the reliance of women on their natal kin network.

Even before Friedl, Kaberry™ had clearly elucidated the variations in women's roles and, per-
haps most tellingly, in women and men's perceptions of those roles among aboriginal peoples in
Australia. Among native Australian women, childbirth had a religious connotation ; pregnancy and
giving birth were mythically grounded events linking present-day women and their female to-
temic ancestors. Childbirth rituals were secret and children, younger women, and all men were

prohibited from witnessing the actual birth. Kaberry described this clearly :

The whole of the ritual surrounding pregnaney and lactation has its sa-
cred and esoteric aspects which are the most vital aspects to the women and
which are associated specifically with female functions. They are believed to
be a spiritual or supernatural guarantee from the Totemic Ancestors that a

woman will be able to surmount the dangers of childbhirth.

Malingwski" had also shown that biological kinship and its social or cultural conceptualizations
were different. It was not the physical bond that was important, but the social acknowledgement
and interpretation of the relationship.

Among the Trobrianders of Papua New Guinea, births were witnessed and attended only by a
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woman's closest matrilineal kin. It was from the mother's matrilineal identity that an infant re-
ceived its' name, usually that of a deceased member of her matrilineage. It was helieved that a
child was formed from an ancestral spirit of the mother's family and the mother's blood. Thus. a
woman's own deceased natal kin were regenerated spiritually, as well as physically.®

Turnbull's® study of the Mbuti of Northeast Zaire in central Africa iltustrates the plurality of
mothers that existed for all children. Children were under the control and received instruction
from all adult women in the group, and children referred to all of these women collectively as
"mother." Discipline, ridicule and open criticism was also given by all mothers to individual children
as conditions necessitated. Again, in this study, food was managed and used as a weapon by adult
women who. as gatherers, were the main food providers. If males abused or exceeded their author-
ity in any way, woman simply withheld food in order to control men's behavior.

In these cases, becoming a mother and raising children transcended any simple functionalist
view or ideological image of motherhood, but encompassed deeper meanings of mythic connections
linking birth, death, ceremony, rites of passage, transition and incorperating the sacred meaning of
a woman's seemingly supernatural power to produce life. It was not only the biolegical function
that was recognized, but the interpretation of this function, as it was connected to ancient ances-
ters; women bridged the gap between the real world and that of the supernatural. Even now,
women are {requently called on to serve as mediators in rituals of death, memorial ceremonies, and
births, through their roles as wives, mothers and widows.”

Assumptions regarding the "natural” roles of mothers and wives or the primary importance of
" the wife/husband relationship. should finally be laid to rest. The most important familial relation-
ship may not be limited to the usual husband and wife pair, in which a woman's prestige and eco-
nomic support is based on and limited to that of her hushand. It has long been the case that a
woman' s prestige may come through her natal family and through the contribution that she
makes to support her family. It is the more recent development in capitalist societies, which has
fostered middle-class and upper—class wives' ecoﬁomic dependence on husbands, shifting the locus
of independence and power from women's ancestral roles; these multifaceted roles included those
of productive gatherers and farmers, as well as reproductive work, These varied roles were not

limited to the work of reproductive care-giving duties reliant on the financial support of husbands.

Historical Constructions of Motherhood and Wives

The position of wives and mothers in the early history of the English colonization of North
America was, from its very inception, mediated not only by gender and class, but also by race. The
new society was constructed with white male heads of households, especially large landowners and
men of wealth, actively controlling "naturally." dependent women and slaves. Women were not spo-
ken to, as much as they were spoken for, in political, economic and legal affairs and seldom ap-
peared in American law, with the exception of when they had children or if they became pregnant

out of wedlock. Throughout New England, women were severely penalized if they became preg-
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nant without the formality of marriage and were subjected to court proceedings, fines, and whip-
pings for such offenses.®

When the early English settlers arrived in eastern North America, they were shocked at the
sight of native Algonkian women working as farmers and performing general agricultural tasks.
since this type of work was clearly masculine as defined in English culture.” In colonial America.
women were considered necessary, as workers in the home. but mothering was not considered the
necessary and all-encompassing role it is now. Poor families routinely sent voung children and
teenagers to live in other people’s homes as servants. apprentices, or simply as dependent kin, In
the early 1900's. thousands of children worked in mines, mills, or factories located far away from
their mothers and fathers: other children spent the majority of their time on the streets. rather
than in the family home being tenderly cared for by their mothers. Expectations regarding wives,
mothers and children were quite different in these families with many children and numerous
household tasks, where older children performed significant child-care duties, as well as other la-
bor®

Exclusive child-care by meothers and absent frem the home breadwinner fathers are actually
quite unusual in history. Conceptualizations of the meaning of childhood and work, as well as ideas
regarding sexual activity and marriage were surprisingly different from our present-dav expecta-
tions. The earliest child labor laws dating from the 1840's set very low ages at which children
could be employed. In 1866, Massachusetts defined "child labor,” as work done by children under
ten years of age. A clear example of the change in defining women as wives and mothers is the
variation in the minimum legal age of marriage and the age of sexual consent for children. Accord-
ing to British common-law during the Colonial Period, the acceptable age of sexual consent for
girls was seven vears old. During the 18" and 19" centuries, this age slowly rose with some states
setting it as high as fourteen. In 1886, only the state of Delaware retained the common-law age of
sexual consent at seven, while twenty-five states had upped the minimum age of consent to ten”

Motherhood has seemingly endless cultural meanings and invokes deeply-held cultural ideolo-
gies in the United States:; however, not only is there much cross—cultural variation in these mean-
ings and ideologies, but even within the same culture, class, race and gender interact, as capitalism
transforms and society naturalizes the roles of women and power-based hierarchies® Upper-class
women can afford to have a nanny, a governess, expensive day-care service or an in—home cook or
helper. In other countries, such as Japan. women who could afford to do so hired komori (usually
poor children who worked as babysitters or nursemaids) to take care of children, allowing these
privileged mothers to perform other household duties and the time for entertainment and pleas-
ure.d The experiences of upper-class women as mothers include choices, freedoms and options
that are very different from those of women dependent on low wage-labor jobs and from many
women of color, who can afford none of these amenities. Thus class and race differences alter the

roles of mothers and wives within society, as well as in the household, making naturalizations of fa-

milial ideclogy clearly inaccurate.
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Conclusion

The familial ideclogy that wives and mothers should always be there for hushands and children
without fail, and that a mother's primary and self-defining role is to tend and nurture family mem-
bers is so deeply entrenched in many cultures that we no longer question this thinking. The hid-
den processes of naturalizing that which is historically specific and culturally dependent makes
"breaking the spell' surrounding images and ideologies of mothers and wives terribly difficult. Very
few women, who are also wives and mothers, can escape guilt about not doing their job as society
has prescribed it: and they find it difficult to freely enjoy their lives without worrying'about the
outcome of their collective choices.

' Cultural and historical constructions regarding the meanings and images of wives and mothers
are quite varied, as anthropologists have argued for many vears. However, despite the on-going ti-
rade of debates regarding family life, culturally linked familial ideologies of what constitutes a wife
and mother have changed very little over the last twenty years in the US* Mothers and wives
are still generally responsible for parenting and caring, which means they are on-call twenty—four
hours, seven days per week, as providers of care-giving, bodily maintenance work, and emotional
nurturance of family members that has remained steadfastly "women's work." Mothers are held ac-
countable for children's failures, successes, emotional stability or lack of it, and how well they do in
life.

The notion of "a good wife and mother,” in the U.S, reached its' zenith after World War II with
the realization of "mothering" as a full time occupation for women. However, this neat division of
household labor along gendered lines has come under pressure in the US. as financial necessity
precipitated by endless restructuring and ubiquitous downsizing, forces women to seek work, out-
side the home, in order to make economic ends meet.

Many women now feel that they must contribute their share to the family economy — a trend
that some men readily welcome. However, in return for this contribution, women rightfully believe
they are entitled to their husband's full and compliant participation in household labor and child-
care. Of course, while men may happily partake of the income from their wives' paid work outside
the home, some of them do not so happily engage in accepting the role of becoming an active part-
ner in doing work inside the home, Even more important than men's lack of participation in house-
hold labor are the questions of whom, in the final analysis, is responsible for getting the household
labor done? Who is just "helping out.” when the mood strikes them or when the wife "nags and
who is actually defining household work and child-care as a "duty” for which they are held ac-
countable and by which they are judged?

For women who chose to be wives and mothers. these choices are part of many roles. which
they may enjoy. much like men who are hushands and fathers, as well as workers outside the
home. Women have historically been excluded from other societal roles, in almost every culture,
solely because of their sex and because of traditional and naturalized constructions of women's

"proper” place. What this proper place is has been defined and re-defined, along the lines of race,
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gender and class.

One of the most moving historical testaments to the indisputable fact of the fallacy of naturaliz-
‘ing the roles of women, as mothers and wives, is the following excerpt from a speech by Sojourner
Truth. Sojourner Truth was born in 1795 as a slave in New York State, and became a famous anti-
slavery speaker and advocate for women's rights after gaining her freedom in 1827. One of her
most famous speeches, Aint I A Woman?, was given at a women's rights convention in Akron,
Ohio in 1851, and fortunately was recorded by Frances Gage. a feminist activist.

Dat man ober dar say dat womin needs to be helped into carriages, and
lifted ober ditches, and to hab de best place everywhat. Nobody eber helps
me into carriages or ober mud-puddles, or gibs me any best placel And ain't
I a woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted and
gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain't I a woman? I
could work as much and eat as much as a man — when I could get it — and
bear de lash as welll And ain't [ 2 woman? 1 have borne thirteen chilern, and
seen 'em mos' all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother's

grief. none but Jesus heard mel And ain't [ a woman?®

Thus, in this case, the biological fact of giving birth and establishing bonds of family relation-
ships were judged, not as sacred, but as nothing more than simple physical reproduction devoid of
any motherly or wifely ideologies. Such ideologies were constructed for white women of upper-
class families and were not applied in the same way to poor women working in factories or to
women eking out a subsistent living in backwoods, rural Appalachian areas: and most certainly,
these ideologies were not applicable to slaves.

The roles of mothers and wives are primarily based on relationships that occur within cultural,
political and historical contexts. As this article has illustrated, what those proper roles for women
are varies through time and space, but are always supported by unyielding societal justifications.
Even at the dawn of a new century, many women still struggle to re-conceptualize images and

meanings of wives and meothers according to their own needs, realities and desires
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