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Introduction 


I chose the topic of motherhood, as I have personal experience, and the women I researched inspired me.  I am not only a mother, but also a student, and a working woman.  I have to merge all aspects of my life and still come under judgemental ideology from individuals when they learn I am a single mother.  I want my essay to prove to women and mothers, that all can be done, it is possible.  Motherhood is a very hard job, filled with emotional highs and lows, but made easier from the unconditional love from my daughter. Our own personal choices on our motherhood journey are what is best for us, not others, we decide.  We should not strive for other people’s ideas of perfection.  As Hettie Judah stated in her book, How not to exclude artist mothers (and other parents) “For decades, women had it drilled into them that they couldn’t be both a successful artist and a mother; to start a family marked you out as unserious” (Judah 2022, p.16). Judah also mentions how, “As with so much that is wrong in the way that art world treats mothers, at issue here is a combination of prejudice and a failure of communication.  It is assumed that an artist mother will either become unable to work, or choose to stop, so even before she has given birth, offers of work- even within long term projects- start to dry up. (Judah 2022, p.17)

















Chapter one

Motherhood is a gift not all of us are lucky enough to secure, some women pursue the dream of being a mother, with no luck at achieving a pregnancy due to fertility issues etc, other woman achieve motherhood effortlessly, even when they were not planning to become mothers. In some ways becoming a mother is more achievable and also more preventable if a woman wishes. In today’s society, a woman does not necessarily need a husband/partner to become pregnant, a surrogate can be used, IVF can also be used, not only if there are fertility issues, some women, especially career driven women, have their eggs removed and frozen until they choose when and if they will use them. If a career woman has not found a partner, they can now go to a clinic and look through a brochure of sperm donors, they don’t have to ever know, meet or date one another. Society has created gendered roles, from a young age, through developmental play it is easily observed.  Most little girls play with dolls and little boys play with cars.  Little girls play mummy, cuddling and nurturing their baby dolls, feeding with a bottle or even pretending to breastfeed, rocking their baby, pushing dolls prams, using equipment, such as playhouse, play kitchen, with all the added extras, including hoovers, irons, washing machines.  Little girls who like to play mummy, usually wave off the other child who is in the character of daddy. Mummy stays home with her baby doll and daddy has a drive around and goes to work, when daddy comes back mummy has cooked, cleaned, all while still holding baby doll.  These gender roles have been instilled into us since time began, even though the roles do not accurately describe our society today.
Mother’s all over the world, since the beginning of time have always been known to be the nurturer, the housekeeper, sick nurse, wet nurse, primarily responsible for their children’s needs.  Historically mothers were to stay at home, providing all care to her children, emotionally, physically, all while providing a successful and comforting environment for her children.  Historically societal roles were clearly expected, a man/father did paid work, a woman/mother stayed at home and did unpaid work.
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 Fig. 1 “This Mother’s Day, Get Back to The Job That Really Matters.” by Mr Clean (2011)

An advert of Mr Clean advertisement from 2011, shows the issue of categorising women with stereotypical gender expectations, not only with the use of text but also using an image.  Using the phrase, “This Mother’s Day, get back to the job that really matters”, the use of language is easily understood, it was intended for women, more accurately, mothers.  Making the assumption between mothers and household cleaning is the job that really matters, as if mothers should stay at home, taking care of the house and that should be their sole job. The adverts use of the word job suggests the mother’s main priority and only job should be of housewife, with expectations of cleaning and serving others, even on a day where she should be celebrated, on Mother’s Day. (Marilinabedros, 2016)
Nowadays the role of a mother has become contradictory and conflicting, sometimes impossible and unimaginable.  A mother is supposed to work, while not letting her work commitments get in the way of her family life.  Having a career as a mother is very demanding, a mother usually lives two life spheres, having to align her professional activities alongside her responsibilities of motherhood, all while trying to control herself, her body, keeping her spouse happy, her mothering performance, all whilst being publicly observed, surveyed, criticised and policed within society.  The societal roles of mother and father are blurred, out of date and cause division. Mothers who try to keep everyone happy and content, including their spouse, boss and children, while simultaneously trying to be happy and content themselves, usually set themselves up for failure.  Modern working women have been given some guarantees of job safety, since 2015. 
  The equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) monitors human rights, protects equality across nine grounds, - age, disability, sex, race, religion and belief, pregnancy and maternity, marriage and civil partnership, sexual orientation and gender reassignment. Women have been granted some protections during their pregnancy, within their work places, for instance, grant paid leave, time off for ante natal appointments and other basic health needs, which helps women become less fearful of having their job role terminated.  Even with these laws in place, as soon as a woman becomes a mother, they are less protected as none of the laws guarantee any safety or security within their work place, for mother and her child.  The laws set out to protect women are somewhat complicit once they have become a mother, they do not get paid leave for their child’s appointments, no time off for a sick child, they do not receive help if a child care provider can not provide care for the working mothers child, therefore creating the perception their career has ended once they embark on their new job as a mother. This happens at the worst time ever for a new mother, just as a woman commences her journey as a mother, possibly after a traumatic birth, they are then left feeling more isolated and insecure and even fearful of their future role.

Louis Theroux reveals in an investigative documentary “Mothers on The Edge” how giving birth can affect the mental health of a mother and examines conditions such as post-natal depression many women have had to cope with. (Jansen 2019) As a society we fall under pressure to be perfect, flawless, and preform to outsiders our picture perfect contented happy lives. These could be part of today’s problems for now new mothers as they strive to unrealistic targets and expectations, themselves and others have put in place. 
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                           Fig. 2 “Mothers on the edge” advertised by BBC (2019)

Theroux interviewed women, who’s mental health had fallen apart since the birth of their babies, requiring specialised care to overcome and restore themselves. (Jansen, 2021) A very extreme case of postpartum psychosis had taken hold of a woman named Barbara. Barbara had been admitted into a mother and baby unit in London’s Bethlem Royal hospital after attempting suicide.  Barbara did not believe she was suffering from psychosis, she believed her husband was the one suffering from psychosis, she also believed at the time, her husband may have been the baby’s brother as well as the baby’s father.  Barbara’s husband listens patiently to her, waiting for the stranger she has become to be cured and restored to the wife he knew before the birth of their child.  Barbara’s husband had been informed by the doctors, the mental illness Barbara was suffering from was a severe medical emergency, although thankfully, was curable with sufferers usually making a quick and full recovery. Postpartum psychosis is not as well known as post-natal depression, or the well known baby blues. Postpartum psychosis (PPP) is classed as rare, although it can affect one in one thousand mothers, symptoms usually start suddenly within hours or days after women have given birth, symptoms include hallucinations, delusions, mania, low mood, confusion, lack of appetite, agitation and anxiety.(NHS,2023)  PPP is a medical emergency, with the illness risking the life of not only the mother who is suffering the condition, it can also risk the baby’s safety.  The only way to treat PPP is to receive specialised care within a psychiatric unit or mother and baby unit (MBU). Patients are usually treated with antipsychotic medication to ease their manic, delusions and hallucinations, mood stabilisers and antidepressants are also given as treatment to ease and prevent symptoms from recurring.
Mothers who have suffered from the condition, even severe cases, usually recover within two to twelve weeks, although it can take up to twelve months for a full recovery, as it is a huge impact on a new mother’s life.  Many women who have suffered the condition will thankfully go on to have more children, usually under the watchful eye of a good care team who are ready to intervene and treat if and when as necessary. Fortunately, not as many mothers suffer from PPP as the baby blues.  The baby blues are so common, it is considered normal for all new mothers to experience, some or all of the symptoms, including mood swings, irritability, feeling overwhelmed, tearful for no apparent reason, feeling anxious and depressed.  Baby blue symptoms are caused by a sudden drop in hormone levels.  Hormone levels are high during pregnancy and suddenly fall three to 10 days post birth.  Symptoms of the baby blues are usually mild and ease within two weeks, after two weeks women are urged to talk to someone and discuss how they feel and to discuss the possibility they may have post-natal depression.  Post-natal depression is a common problem, affecting more than one in ten mothers.  Symptoms of post-natal depression, typically occur within a year of giving birth.  Main symptoms are a persistent feeling of sadness and low mood, loss of interest in the world around you, lack of energy, trouble sleeping, feelings of hopelessness and feeling unable to look after your baby adequately. (NHS,2022) Most of the mothers who suffer from post-natal depression also have feelings of indifference, fearing they do not love their baby enough, fearing they cannot bond with their baby, not feeling a rush of love for their baby or feel instant and overwhelming and unconditional love that other mothers may have discussed with them.  All of the symptoms can be addressed and treated.  Talking to friends and family can help alleviate some of the issues, some mothers need to seek further advice from a health professional or GP, to discuss options on how to best treat their condition, considering pros and cons of available treatments, including, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), is a type of talking therapy, it is based on the idea that unhelpful and unrealistic thinking leads to negative behaviour.  CBT aims to break the cycle, finding new ways of thinking, in turn producing positive thoughts and behaviour.  Interpersonal therapy (IPT) involves talking to a therapist about the problems being experienced, it’s aim is to identify problems in your relationships, with partner, spouse, family and friends, taking a look at how your problems may relate to your depression.  Antidepressants might be recommended and prescribed by a medical practitioner, to ease symptoms, assisting sufferers’ mood and anxieties therefore aiding function that help to establish bonding and ways to cope with their new baby.  Antidepressants usually need to be taken for at least a week or two, before the benefit starts to be felt.  It is vital to keep taking them even if you do not notice an improvement straight away, or even if you suddenly feel cured, as if you just stop medication, your depression may return.
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                                         Fig. 3 “Maternity” by Dorothea Tanning (1947)

Dorothea Tanning born in America, august 1910, worked as a sculptor, printmaker, painter, writer and poet during 1946 tanning began a series of paintings called “maternity”, one of the notable paintings within her series shows a mother dressed in tattered clothing, holding a baby, while a Pekingese lays near her feet. The picture seems quite disturbing as the Pekingese dog has a face of a human baby. The background scene is the desert with two opened doors, somehow freely tending upright. Tanning was influenced by surrealism, portraying rational visions with unconventional and unconscious dreams. When viewing tannings work, it makes me think back to Louis Theroux documentary, exploring mothers suffering with mental health issues post birth. It also relates to becoming a mother, sacrificing oneself and putting your baby’s needs before your own, the painting reveals a well dressed baby, but the mother in tattered clothing looking at the two open doors, not wanting to go forward instead choosing to stay with her baby.

Chapter two 
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               Fig.4 “And now we have everything” book by Meaghan O’Connell (2018)

 Meaghan O’ Connell is the author of “And now we have everything”. O’ Connell wrote the refreshingly honest account about her unplanned pregnancy and life changing journey into motherhood. O’Connell writes frankly and vividly, describing her emotions and physical changes, during pregnancy and after childbirth. O’Connell’s very graphic account of her emergency caesarean makes the reader feel as though they are in the surgical theatre with her. O’Connell wrote her account to provide a truthful insight for pregnant women, O’Connell said “what if, instead of worrying about scaring pregnant women, people told the truth?”. O’Connell, upon finding out about her unplanned pregnancy, panic-googled for the next five hours phrases such as “I regret having my child, baby aged 29, writing career baby, cost of birth”. O’Connell and her partner Dustin, decided to go ahead with the pregnancy settling not to undergo an abortion. During the early stages of her pregnancy O’Connell researched everything from foetus development, baby names, birth plans, what type of women are most likely to suffer postpartum depression, all while working and coping with morning sickness. 
O’ Connell’s pregnancy ended with an overdue pregnancy, a thirty hour labour before eventually having a caesarean.  In her book she states, “If I regret anything about the way I laboured, it’s the fact that I let two people fish around in my vagina for the sake of their own education. And then worried they weren’t pleased with me because I was 3. I had been in labour for 30 hours. Fuck the world, fuck humanity, fuck god”. (O’connell,2018, p.82) The number 3 O’Connell mentions, was the measurement of her dilated cervix, she further added “to measure how dilated your cervix is, they do this with their fingertips, as that was where we were at with science in 2014, fingertips were used as a unit of measurement.  Another quote from O’Connell regarding the topic of science: - “They can measure the thickness of my baby’s neural tube at eleven weeks after he was conceived, but they can’t tell me if his head will fit through my pelvis? What is science even for? (O’Connell 2018, p.98)
O’Connell talks of her labour pains in a very descriptive manner that will ring true for most mothers, “Here was the soul-crushing pain again, like a monster who had mercifully passed me by only to catch my scent and come thrashing back down the hallway to find me hiding in some closet”. (O’Connell 2018.p92) She further adds “and still the pain broke through, the rest of me just got number. Numb except for about five square inches, where it felt like some demon (male, surely) was chopping at me from the inside with a pickaxe”. (O’Connell 2018, p.93) O’Connell had conflicting thoughts on nature and science, while experiencing her painful labour and before she was subjected to her caesarean, contributing further “What was nature, anyway? Nature was cruel; nature was indifferent to my pain.  Nature was catastrophic. Nature needed man to intervene. Science, technology, medicine.  This was what was called for.  How had I ever thought otherwise?” (O’Connell 2018, p.103)
After birth O’Connell gives a blunt and graphic account of how she felt upon seeing her new body, she said “My entire middle section was covered in purplish-red gashes and looked like it was hanging off my body. It looked like a balloon that had been deflated but was also, somehow, full of wet dough.  It looked like a beige balloon full of dough that someone had cut purple gashes in.  It bore no resemblance to any version of myself I’d ever seen.” (O’Connell 2018, p.121) 
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         Fig. 5 “My Belly After Giving Birth and C Section” by Elinor Carucci (2004)

Elinor Carruci is an Israeli American photographer, she is best known for her portrayal of her family’s lives, she has documented and published four separate accounts: - Closer (2002), Diary of a dancer (2005), Mother (2013) and Midlife (2019).  Carruci’s began documenting and taking images from the beginning of her pregnancy with her twins to form her photographic journal, completing her journal when her twins turned eight years of age.  Carruci produced images, that not only show the good bits, the highs, joys, beautiful and the love, she also reveals the lows, pains and the ugly.  Carucci seemed to have a non-problematic pregnancy with her twins, Eden and Emmanuelle, up until their birth, Carucci stated “After a blissful pregnancy, I had to be induced and ended up with an emergency caesarean section which left me wounded, weak and in pain”.  Carucci further added “A few days later I came home, into my new life as a mother of two, filled with so many emotions: joy and wonder and love and happiness coexisted with sadness, exhaustion, anxiety, mourning the body I would never have again, the woman I would never be again. As an artist, Carruci picked up her camera to help her through her new role as a mother, she wanted to portray the complex experience as honestly as she could. (Jansen, 2020) The roles of artist and mother do not easily merge, her camera often presented her with challenges and conflict, Carruci stated, “It actually took a few years for the photographer and the mother in me to learn to live together.  The two of us did not always agree; the mother in me usually won out, but sometimes, to my surprise, my two identities empowered one and other, as I learned, mainly when I acknowledged the positive effect that my work had on my children.”
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                  Fig. 6 “The birth of baby X”, art performance by Marni Kotak (2011)

One artist I found different and her work quite startling is the American artist, Marni Kotak. Kotak’s work is unlike any artist I have researched, she I best known for her durational performance in her exhibition “the birth of baby X”. Kotak set up a birthing room within Microscope Gallery in Brooklyn, New York. (Burke, 2023) Kotak erected personalised furniture and accessories, to simulate a baby nursery, Kotak brought in a blow up birthing pool, a rocking chair and her grandmother’s bed. Kotak began her live exhibition October 8th, 2011, until October 25th when she gave birth physically, surrounded by family, friends and strangers. Kotak wanted to show the world what birth and being a mother were really about instead of usual stagnant oil paintings of a mother and child smiling and holding hands, Kotak wanted to demonstrate motherhood is messy, loud, dynamic, sometimes requiring an adult dipper. 
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                               Fig. 7 “My son’s leg was in plaster” by Annie Wang (2003) 

Annie Wang is another artist who has challenged conventional expectations of motherhood, by creating “mother as a creator”. (How Annie Wang challenged the conventional expectations of motherhood, 2023) Wang took 21 years making the series, in which she explained the relationship between, motherhood, culture and creativity.  Wang became pregnant in October 2000, at the time the Taiwanese artist was a student, studying for a PHD in Fine Art at the University of Brighton.  When Wang started her investigative series, into the relationship between motherhood and the role of an artist.  Wang was a single mother and wanted to break the stereotypical image created by society. (Balčiauskas, 2018)  Annie embarked her project, with a question in her mind “Would I be able to prove that it was difficult or even possible to be an artist during motherhood”. Every few years, Wang took a photograph in black and white with a neutral facial expression, documenting the passing of time as her son grew from foetus to teenager.  In each of Wang’s images the previous portrait can be seen on the wall behind, forming somewhat of a collage.  Wang’s project developed over twenty one years, until her unborn baby became a fully grown man, in a few clicks of the camera.  The Mother as a Creator is a moving coming of age relationship for those who view it.  It is also proof that an artist can fulfil their sense of self, while still maintaining a good and meaningful relationship with their child. Since completing her twenty one year long project, Wang now collaborates with her son, building the work together, discussing the important things in life and what they each want to present individually in each image.  Wang stated, “I have explored the creativity of motherhood, which enriches my art, I couldn’t have imagined this at the beginning of doing the project” Wang further adds “I experience the power of time, creativity and photography.  However, I do feel sad about time flying”.

Jacqueline Rose is a British academic, author, Professor of Humanities, she is known for her literacy work and topics, such as, feminism and psychoanalysis. Rose wrote a book Mothers an essay on love and cruelty, within her book Rose writes about trans parents, the male psyche, working mothers and how mothers are punished whatever they do.  Rose believes societies ideas of what it is to be a mother is fatally flawed.  Rose wrote her book to reveal a truer more disturbing account of motherhood.  One of the frequent themes in the book is Rose’s belief that mothers are required to perform a deeper, clean up job, how mothers are to preserve the fiction that the world is a safe place, while knowing it is not. Rose wrote on the way society depicts single mothers, Rose states, “It is another common assumption that a single mother is a woman who puts her sexual life ahead of her social responsibility. She therefore has only herself or rather her voracious sexual appetites, to blame”. (Rose 2018, p.36) 
While documenting all the complexities and injustices of motherhood, Rose wondered how they could be changed.  Rose believes two things would have to alter radically, the first being the male psyche.  Rose said, “One is the male psyche would have to undergo something of a revolution in terms of the fear of the maternal body, because it is a reminder of neediness, dependence, fragility, everything that in our culture men are told they must not be”.  The second is having to face the poverty and immiseration caused by austerity.  Rose says, “It doesn’t work; what’s incredible is that people go on voting for it, as if they buy into the super-ego lie that we must suffer and be on top of things, and there’s something appropriate about the very viciousness of the social system”. And implicated in this scenario, she adds are mothers- the people we look to heal and to soothe the ills of the world.  “What I’m saying very crudely is that you have to be a socialist and a bit of a Freudian to stop offloading onto mothers two utterly banal truths about being a human subject, which is that the world is unjust, and our hearts and bodies are frail”. 

Conclusion 

Overall, within my research, I have revealed the real issues of motherhood alongside the ideas society expects.  The conflicting feelings and emotions of motherhood and how physical changes and career paths have to adapt.  The adaptions should be made by the mother, she knows what is best for herself and child.  Mothers need to stop working toward unrealistic expectations set by others.  We can continue to be ourselves; mother is not our only title, we will become who we want to, albeit, mother, wife, single woman, career woman, sex goddess, friend. We can merge all of our identities, as working woman and mother, and it is possible to peacefully live together, without criticising ourselves. We need to learn to be happy in all that we achieve and who we become. We also need to become happy in our own skin, our new mum bodies, and not be ashamed of who we are, since undergoing the physical changes and mental challenges and in some cases, even trauma of motherhood.
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