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Abstract

Moments Marked: an exploration into the ways in which women are choosing to
mark aspects of their rite of passage into motherhood.

This thesis frames the transition into motherhood as a rite of passage; proposes a
new model for the rite of passage into motherhood based on the four seasons;
and highlights the importance of contextual and specific ritual actions or
sequences to navigate the transition.

Qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with ten western women, from a
middle class, Christian background, who had all become mothers through
childbirth, are examined under three main headings.

Firstly, the women’s experiences of their transition are explored using rites of
passage theory as a lens. Although significant differences emerge, particularly
from a gender perspective, important themes within the women’s experiences are
highlighted, including the nature of relationships; the importance of support;
journaling; and the telling of birthing stories. The influences of contemporary
cultural aspects such as the medicalization of childbirth and myths about
motherhood are also taken into account.

Secondly, the field of ritual studies is explored in order to provide a framework in
which to situate the women'’s ritualizing. Existing rituals associated with
motherhood are analysed and gaps are identified in existing Christian liturgical
resources for this area, specifically for ritual actions or sequences marking
motherhood as a rite of passage, and for the expression of birthing stories. A
working definition of ritualizing is also established and the research findings are
divided according to time frame, exploring the women'’s ritualizing before birth,
around birth and after birth.

Thirdly, spirituality in relation to childbirth and the transition into motherhood is
explored and its place within healthcare and theological literature examined.
Nicola Slee’s theory on women'’s faith development is used to draw out some of
the patterns that emerge from the interviewees’ experiences, and the
sacramental nature of birthing is considered.

The thesis concludes with a critique of implications and associated suggestions for

those within a church or healthcare context with responsibility for the pastoral
and spiritual care of women during their transition into motherhood.
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CHAPTER 1: NARRATIVE THREAD

Pro/ogue

Before any conception, whether it be that of an idea or a baby, there is a
prologue. There are threads that can be traced back well before the connections
take place that go on to have implications for the future. Sometimes however,
these threads become hidden, manipulated or ignored.

In Matthew’s Gospel there is a carefully crafted genealogy connecting Joseph to
some of the most influential figures within the Jewish tradition. We are also told
that Mary was a virgin. Although these features of the story at one level tell us
something about Mary and Joseph, their inclusion in the narrative owes more to
identifying who Jesus is.

However, the story of the incarnation also reminds us of the way in which God is
revealed within the lives of ordinary people. In the nativity we glimpse God
through the embodied discomfort of a pregnancy, within the messy, impromptu
nature of birth and alongside the turmoil that can often accompany a new
family’s existence.

The idea of exploring motherhood as a rite of passage and seeing if | could find
any rituals to help women to navigate this transition first became a tangible
thought for me in January 2009, but the threads that came together to form the
conception of this idea began many years before that.

This opening chapter is an attempt to trace some of those threads in order to
provide the context out of which this thesis emerged.
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1.1 Narrative Thread!

Like many little girls, | played with dolls when | was young. | fed them and changed their
clothes whilst imagining myself to be their mum, all the while believing that one day when |
grew up, | would become a real mother and have children of my own. In my mind having
children meant being a mother, but | never really considered what becoming one would

feel like or entail.

When | think back | realise now that | know very little about my own Mum'’s experience of
becoming a mother. | know that her labour was difficult, but she said that it had all been
worth it in the end, and | never really thought to ask any more! | have very happy memories
of my childhood, and without realising it at the time | learnt a great deal from her about
how to bring up a family, but | never knew what it took for her to become a mother; what it
felt like, what her fears were, what made it special or what she had left behind. | wanted to
ask her some of these questions during my pregnancy in preparation for my own transition
into motherhood, but she died before those questions became pertinent to me, so they

remain unanswered.

It was during my ministry, that | first became aware of some of the stories and experiences
that can lie behind the birth of a child. One of my roles as a minister was to meet with
parents who had approached the church asking for a christening or baptism for their child.
In the majority of cases in my experience, this involved meeting with parents within the first

year of a child being born.

As | quickly came to understand through these pastoral visits, a baby’s arrival into the world
is a catalyst for change. These changes are often fundamental and can have far reaching
consequences for parents, and sometimes also for their extended family and friends. As a
result, what began as an answer phone message requesting a date for a baptism often

developed into an intense encounter with people at a major turning point in their lives.

Two stories in particular stand out for me from this period. The first belongs to Sarah and
Michael who after having difficulties in conceiving, were delighted when their first child

Thomas was born. A few years later Sarah was pregnant again, but from the start there

1The challenge and inspiration to interweave a prominent, personal narrative thread into my thesis came from Heather
Walton, who | heard speak at a BIAPT Student Day Conference in May 2014. See also (Walton, 2014).
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were medical concerns. Sarah became increasingly anxious during the pregnancy about the

development of the baby and also about her own survival.

Thankfully she did survive the birth but the baby was immediately rushed into intensive
care, and at one stage was not expected to live for more than a few days. After many stays
in hospital and a number of operations Oliver was diagnosed with a condition that would
continue to have an impact on his development and lifestyle for the rest of his days. Amidst
all of the challenges and uncertainties of his first year, Sarah and Michael wanted to baptise

Oliver.

The second encounter was with Charlotte and Steve who already had a toddler when | first
met them and then discovered that Charlotte was pregnant again, this time with twins.
Around the time of the twins’ birth, Charlotte’s Dad was diagnosed with terminal cancer
and Steve began to experience stress related health problems which resulted in him
needing to take a number of months off work. Again amidst all of this turmoil, Charlotte

and Steve approached me regarding a baptism for the twins.

In relation to both of these situations, | felt a huge tension between what | had been told in
private and what the couple wanted to share in public. Both couples expressed the desire

to hold a celebratory occasion, and at one level | could completely understand that.

For Sarah and Michael, Oliver’s baptism was a chance to pause in the midst of their chaos
and be ‘normal’. | sensed that they felt that they had been a ‘special case’ too many times
already and the chance to do what many other parents of young children were doing, with
no special mention or provision was important. Perhaps there had been too many tears and
this was a moment of respite; an excuse to gulp in some fresh air before continuing their

journey into an uncertain future.

Whilst | had empathy for them, however | also felt very awkward. From a pastoral
perspective | felt as though | should be supporting and encouraging them to be more open
about the challenges they faced as a family, rather than endorsing the idea that this should
remain a private matter. Equally from a liturgical point of view, | felt uncomfortable about
holding a public celebration which failed to mention or connect with some of the more

difficult pastoral needs of the family.
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In contrast to this, although Charlotte and Steve also wanted the day of their twins’ baptism
to feel like a celebration, they did agree to share some of the challenges that they were
facing as a family with the congregation during the morning service. It was in fact a deeply
moving experience that had a powerful effect on those who were present, but again | felt
uncomfortable; this time because | had encouraged people who | knew to be vulnerable to

share something in public that they had told me privately.

It was the tensions that | felt during these encounters and others like them, between what |
knew to be the purpose of baptism and what | sensed people really needed or wanted that
led me towards my initial research focus. | began to explore ceremonies other than baptism
that people were choosing to hold to mark the birth of a baby, to see if these original, often

personally created rituals more effectively reflected people’s stories and emotions.

So far however, | had only ever encountered these experiences as stories from the point of
view of a minister or latterly as a researcher. It took the birth of my own children for me to
fully and knowingly participate in a birth story and understand it from a different

perspective.

In March 2008 | gave birth to twins, and when | returned to my research in January of the
following year | decided to ease myself back into it gently, by beginning to think about the
kind of event we might create to mark their arrival. | thought | would start by recording any
plans and ideas in my research journal, but as | began to write | discovered that | firstly felt
the need to write down our birth story. | wrote at the time, “Rather than recounting recent
conversations, | found myself going back to before the twins were born and describing a
much longer and more detailed journey than | had previously envisaged” (Journal entry, 28

January 2009).

I initially tried to write the story as a letter to the twins, but as | wrote | began to realise that
there were a number of different strands to the story. One was their birth story, a mixture
of hopes, dreams and details of how and why they came into the world, but their arrival
had had a ripple effect, with implications for other people too. It wasn’t that our experience
had been tragic, in fact it was fairly routine in comparison to the stories | have mentioned
above, but the impact of their arrival was overwhelming for us at the time. In my journal |

wrote: “There are things that | have not yet dealt with, and tensions in relationships that
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are still very raw. These experiences are very real, and have cast shadows over parts of the

journey for me” (Journal entry, 28 January 2009).

Through my desire to create an authentic ritual to mark the twins’ arrival that was
reflective of our journey as a family, | was reminded at a very personal level that it is not
only in tragic circumstances that families are thrown into turmoil, and that every birth has

wider implications for family and friends that often go unacknowledged.

At this point | was working on my research in small snatches of time when the twins slept,
but within these brief interludes | forced myself to look more deeply at some of the issues
that their birth had brought about or highlighted for me at a personal level. Again it wasn’t
because | had gone through anything out of the ordinary in terms of my own birthing
experience, and at the time it would have been very easy for me to brush these issues
aside. However, | also had a sense that if | didn’t deal with them, then it would have
implications later, both in terms of my relationships with the people around me and with

regard to my own sense of self.

Feeling quite overwhelmed, | contacted Sue Gill who had previously agreed to work with us
to create an event to mark the twins’ arrival, suggesting that we postpone the date. Sue is
an associate artist with Dead Good Guides, a company who seek to draw on their
background in the Arts to create contemporary rites of passage.? | explained to her some of
the reasons behind our decision, and almost as an afterthought asked if she had any ideas

of what | could do to help me deal with how | was feeling. Sue wrote:

My first response is that this is something quite apart [separate],
for you and could be quite intimate, could maybe happen quite
soon ... in a quiet non-public way. Do you have a woman friend
who is a mother and who might share this with you? In our
culture the newly delivered mother doesn’t get to go torestin a
special hut in the jungle, doesn’t have her limbs anointed with
oils and dishes of food brought to her by other women ...

| have a sense that it could be about some reflective time for you
—even a day to yourself would feel a luxury at the moment, I've
no doubt —when you could have a few hours in a calm setting,
maybe to read, to write your journal, to consciously mark this

2 Sue Gill and John Fox founded Welfare State International, a celebratory arts company in 1968. When it closed in 2006 they established
Dead Good Guides which has built on their previous work with a particular focus on creating meaningful, contemporary rituals to mark
important life stage transitions. More information about their work can be found at www.deadgoodguides.com
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massive, most ancient rite of passage and to have some brief

headspace to make those connections for yourself. Writing a

letter to yourself maybe — to the Jill you used to be, or to your

children in 10 years’ time (Personal communication, 22 January

2009).
| found Sue’s email immensely helpful in a number of ways; firstly, because she had taken
my concerns seriously. Before this email my questions and doubts had felt like a personal
failing and yet suddenly | began to see connections between my own experience and the
stories of other women that | had heard. Indeed, | began to recognise them all as part of
‘this massive, most ancient rite of passage’ into motherhood. Her suggestion of a private

ritual and the idea of involving other women who were also mothers in my healing not only

made sense, but resonated with me at a very deep level.

| became interested in exploring the transition that women go through in becoming
mothers, as a rite of passage. | also wanted to see if | could find any other rituals, aside
from the ideas that Sue had suggested, that women were choosing to do to help them
navigate different parts of their journey into motherhood. | am aware that the birth of a
baby not only affects a woman’s sense of self or equilibrium but potentially also that of a
much wider circle of family and friends. However, the focus of this piece of research is
specifically on women who have become mothers through childbirth, through which | seek

to understand more about their experiences and explore their rituals.
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CHAPTER 2: INTRODUCTION

Conception

According to the biblical account of Jesus’ conception, Mary’s pregnancy
could not be fully explained by biology or as a consequence of a human
relationship. It took the appearance of an angel to fully communicate
the reality and magnitude of this mysterious event.

Likewise today, the moment of conception defies human logic or precise
predictability. Sometimes it happens and sometimes it doesn’t, but the
consequences of that unknown moment are enormous for the women

within whom it occurs.

Frustratingly, my experience of this research process has been equally
unpredictable. | have sat for hours in front of a computer screen unable
to find the right words, seemingly incapable of stringing a sentence
together and then during a shower or in a queue at the checkout an idea
will occur to me or a sentence will appear!

Like the biblical account, perhaps the conception of an idea or a baby
can be understood as the touch point between earth and heaven, or a
dance between human endeavour and that which lies deeply within.
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2.1 Introduction

My thesis follows the regular pattern of a woman’s journey into motherhood
through childbirth. Beginning with a prologue, the journey then moves on to
conception, followed by pregnancy and three different phases of birthing, before
acknowledging the equally important time of transition for a woman during early
motherhood and beyond. This structure purposefully emphasises the point that a
woman does not simply give birth, but experiences a series of embodied changes
during this time that have powerful implications on her future life as a woman and

role as a mother.

Following on from the prologue and this introduction comes my methodology in
chapter 3, through which | outline some of the advantages and challenges of my
approach, particularly in terms of the feminist principles that have informed the
research design and the ethnographic research methods | have used to collect and
analyse my data. The next two chapters then provide an overview of the landscape

out of which the women'’s ritualizing has emerged.

Chapter 4 seeks to determine the extent to which women'’s experiences of their
transition into motherhood can be understood as a rite of passage and introduces
other social factors that further influence her transition. Chapter 5 then introduces
an academic and historical context through which the women’s ritualizing can be
further understood. Drawing on the wider field of ritual studies | develop a working
definition for the women’s actions and explore some rituals on the theme of
motherhood to which their ritualizing can be seen to relate. Rather than creating a
separate literature review, | have chosen to interweave insights and critique of my

reading into the relevant chapters.

Chapter 6 is the heart of my study, in which | examine in detail the women’s rituals
which are divided between three main headings that reflect the timing and thus the
focus of their actions. The first, which | have named ‘Pre-pare-ing and Gathering’
describes the ritualizing the women did during pregnancy. ‘Wombing and

Cocooning’ embraces the women’s actions around the time of childbirth and
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‘Remembering and Emerging’ involves rituals the women mentioned in relation to

their experiences of early motherhood.

Chapter 7 then goes on to explore the way in which the experiences and rituals that
the women talked about can be seen to have impacted upon their spirituality. In
doing so | am mindful that all of the women | interviewed described their
relationship with the church in different ways and that some of them would not

define themselves as Christian.

| have therefore chosen to use the broader concept of spirituality to encompass the
different ways that the women described their birthing and experiences of early
motherhood impacting upon their sense of themselves, their relationship to others,
the world and with God. This chapter concludes with a theological reflection
followed by an explanation in which | go beyond what my data specifically says and

towards where | sense it points; to birthing as a sacramental event.

The eighth and final chapter is both my conclusion and an epilogue to recognise the
importance of continuity both in terms of the future possibilities of this piece of
research and the fact that motherhood is not a monochrome status but a
constantly evolving journey. My conclusion considers the implications of my
findings, particularly in relation to the pastoral care offered to women during their
transition into motherhood, and draws together the main themes of this study

which are also explored at the beginning of each chapter.

In these blue introductory sections, | have drawn parallels between childbirth and
the creative process out of which this thesis was borne. By making connections
between Mary’s journey into motherhood and the stories of the women | have
interviewed | also hope to reinforce the point, and my belief, that every birthing
involves a period of embodied transition for women which is intrinsically

incarnational and therefore has the potential to be transformative.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

Pregnancy

In the biblical narrative we learn that Mary made two important
journeys during her pregnancy. The first was to visit her cousin Elizabeth,
who on hearing Mary’s greeting experienced her own unborn child leap
inside her.

This embodied connection between the two women was also reflected in
the stories of the women | spoke to, who mentioned significant
encounters during their pregnancies with strangers, friends and relatives
who were also mothers. These connections based on common
experience became precious sources of empowerment for the women’s
own rites of passage into motherhood.

Mary’s other journey was to Bethlehem; a long, uncomfortable journey,
away from her daily routine and all that she had previously known.

Similarly, some of the women spoke of pregnancy as a journey away

from their previous identities, towards an unknown future. Like Mary,

many of them travelled with a partner, but their journey as a mother

was different from that of the father. The ability to listen to their own
bodies and instincts became increasingly important.

Likewise, the development of my methodology required deep listening,
both to the people | met along the way as well as to my own life and
experiences. | sometimes wished that someone could tell me how to do
it, but in the end the real gift was to trust in my own intuition and travel
my own path.
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3.1 Introduction

Just as the focus of my thesis developed over time, so too my methodology has
evolved during the course of my research journey. Neither did | approach my thesis
with a preconceived research design. Instead, my personality and family
circumstances have had as much to do with shaping my research and the way | have
worked as the people | have met, the books | have read and the academic discipline

that | have strived to work within.

The courage and impetus to approach my thesis in this way has primarily come
from two research communities that | joined over the course of my studies.? The
women who belong to these groups are committed to developing ways of doing
research that is congruent with the principles that underpin their own lives and
faith. The idea that a piece of research can evolve out of the creative tensions that
exist in the interstice of the researcher’s life and the ability to listen to her own
experiences is captured in the following excerpt, taken from Slee’s introduction to a

book that brings together the work of a number of these women:

Long before the formal beginning of research, we are
listening to our own lives and the lives of others we know
and hearing stories, questions, ideas and hunches, which
shape themselves up into our research proposals. We
listen to the literature, bringing our own lives and the
lives of the women and girls we know into dialogue with
it. We listen to our supervisor, peers and colleagues who
may shed valuable light on our research. We listen with
acute attentiveness to our participants in interviews or
other settings. We listen again, over and over, when
transcribing and analysing data. We listen when we
present our research to others and when we hear back
from them. All the time we are listening at many different
levels: to self, to the other, to the literature, to the Spirit
at work in each of these (Slee, Porter, & Phillips, 2013, p.
18).

3 The Symposium on the Faith Lives of Women and Girls was set up in 2010 by Dr Nicola Slee, to further and
support qualitative research into the faith lives of women and girls at postgraduate level and beyond, and as a
supportive forum for women researchers working in this field. | also belong to an informal group for women
engaged in feminist research which usually meets in Manchester, and has been meeting on a monthly basis
since the late 1990s.
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What has emerged from this process in relation to my own thesis is a piece of
empirical research, grounded in feminist principles and shaped by many of the
gualitative methods that embody an ethnographic approach. Although many of
these terms overlap and interlink, | will endeavour to unpack each of these four
strands within the next two sections of this chapter showing how they relate to my
methodology, before giving a detailed account of the different stages of my

research process.

3.2 Unpacking the Terms: Empirical & Feminist

The term empirical was originally used to refer to a number of ancient Greek
practitioners of medicine who preferred to rely on their own observations and
experience rather than adhere to traditional doctrines. Nowadays the word
empirical is used to describe research that is undertaken particularly within the
social sciences and education and is an approach that emphasises what we can

observe and experience through the human senses.

| became interested in making sense of my own transition into motherhood and
learning from the stories of others precisely because the reality of my experience
did not conform to my expectations or the narratives that | had grown up with. |
had to use my senses to explore the world around me, but it also became clear that
| would need to dig more deeply and listen more intently if | was to find some

answers to my questions, and that this would require sensitivity.

As other researchers into the lives of women have recounted: “How does one
approach the gaps, the fissures in the standard accounts of faith, the absences and
omissions?” (Slee, 2004, p. 43) How can women’s truths be “heard into speech”
(Morton, 1985, p. 202), or their unstories be heard and narrated? (Bons-Storm,

1996)

It was my desire to treat the people | met along my research journey with sensitivity
that first attracted me towards adopting a methodological approach to this thesis

that was grounded in feminist principles. Having said that, | recognise that it is
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impossible to narrowly define feminism under an agreed set of beliefs, values or

practices.

Equally, within the feminist debate that arose in the social sciences in the early
1970s and has continued ever since, there is now a general consensus that it is also
impossible to define a specific feminist research methodology (Denzin, 1994;
Coffey, 1999). Instead, there exists a broad range of principles within the
ethnographic research discipline that have either been inspired or shaped by the
work of feminists and it is many of these principles that have informed my

methodology.

However, | also want to emphasise the fact that feminism has influenced my
research in other ways too. For example, it was through reading and talking with
other women who are feminists that my critical awareness of the androcentric
frame of reference that exists within the mainstream church matured. | began to
recognise a gendered bias within its liturgies and ministry, where women’s
experience has been systematically excluded or indeed only included as a problem

(Ruether, 1985; Daly, 1986).

In other words, | did not simply adopt a feminist approach to my methodology.
Rather, | was attracted to a feminist approach to my research on a number of levels.
As Stanley writes: “Feminism is not merely a perspective, a way of seeing; nor even
this plus an epistemology, a way of knowing; it is also an ontology, or a way of being
in the world” (1990, p. 14). Fundamentally, | feel that grounding my research in
feminist principles has allowed me to do my research with integrity, which means
that the research has not simply been an academic exercise but has also become a

very personal and spiritual journey.

| have chosen to explore two key themes from my methodology to highlight some
of the basic feminist methodological principles that | have used, before going on to
describe my research in relation to the field of ethnography and my use of a
qualitative approach. Although both themes are subtly different, they each highlight

the important role that ethics plays within a feminist methodology.
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3.2.1 Transparency

As a mother of young children | spend much of my day mediating squabbles and
advocating ‘telling the truth’ as an important principle. | also spend most of my
time, largely because of the same children, surrounded by chaos. Looking up
references whilst cooking tea or working out the outline of a chapter whilst walking
back from the school run has been the reality of my world throughout this research
journey. The idea that | could and should write openly about the environment out
of which the research has evolved was a revelation to me. The concept that | should
do so, not as a confession, but as a way of explaining how the research has been
moulded by who | am and the way | live, was also liberating. It is also in keeping

with the way | try to live my life on a daily basis.

Within the social sciences, the principle of transparency is often referred to as
reflexivity, which feminist researchers have then used to challenge established
understandings of objectivity and subjectivity (Slee, 2004, p. 51). Reflexivity involves
being clear about how the research has been conducted and written up, being open
about who the researcher is and the environment in which the research has
developed whilst also describing the impact that the research process has had on
the researcher. By making the process of the research as transparent as possible,
“the power differential between the researcher/writer and the consumer/reader

can begin to be broken down” (Stanley, 1990, p. 120).

Reflexivity, for example, encourages the researcher to be honest about the

mistakes they have made, which helped me to give a more open account of the
research process. As | was so immersed within the world | was researching, it was
sometimes difficult not to merge my own voice with those of my interviewees. After
the pilot interviews | quickly realised that it was important for me to make clear
references in my field notes when | was writing about conversations that had
occurred outside of the transcribed interview. | started to highlight when and from
whom an idea came, in case | inadvertently began to assume over time that it was
mine, as well as colour coding the unfolding of different ideas throughout my

journal.
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Conversely, | also became aware that | had to pay careful attention to what
participants actually said as recorded in the interview transcripts, rather than what |
remembered them saying, because as | listened to the women in the interview
many of my own memories were evoked and | sometimes came away having only

heard the points we had in common.

A similar experience is described by Jane Ribbens who writes “not only does it
require much attention and care to hear my own voice, but it requires even more
attentiveness to hear and represent the voices of others” (1998, p. 37). By
constantly referring back to the interview transcripts and my journal entries | have
tried to make the different strands clear during the analysis stage of my research,
although inevitably they have become interwoven again as | have drawn themes

together in the writing up phase.

The challenge of reflexivity to be open about the research process has also
prompted me to be transparent about the changes in my personal life that have
occurred during the lifetime of the research. For me, there were two obvious
changes, both of which inevitably had an impact, not only on the research process,

but also on my own perspective.

The first was my growth in confidence as a researcher, which happened in part due
to the challenge of reflexivity itself, because the approach encourages the
researcher to write in the first person. Over time | found that this took away a lot of
the formality that | had previously associated with this level of research, and

enabled me to find my own writing style for the first time in this genre.

The ability to write as myself also encouraged me to become myself in the field. This
had important implications on the way | conducted myself and handled
relationships. My growing confidence as a researcher for example had an impact on
my ability to interject less during interviews which meant that later on, | left longer

silences.
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Indeed, there are a number of instances in the last few interview transcripts when
the participants went on to say more, whilst in the earlier interviews | fear that |
may have missed some of these opportunities. Crucially, my growing confidence as
a researcher also enabled me to see my research in the context of a craft rather
than a clinical experiment, in which my emotions and my temperament were an

instrument rather than a handicap (Coffey, 1999, p. 57).

The second big change that occurred during the lifetime of my research was that |
became a mum, which again had an inevitable impact on my work. Reflecting back
on the pilot interviews that | did before | had children, | believe that the shared
experience of motherhood in the later interviews gave me an instant point of

connection and thus easier access to more in depth conversations.

It also enabled me to read the women’s body language. Although there is no
scientific way of proving whether my interpretations were always correct, | became
aware that in the later interviews | felt more at ease and better able to read certain
kinds of laughter, raised eyebrows and glances which | might previously have

missed, not fully understood, or perhaps not even been offered in the first place.

Although this change means that there is a marked difference between the pilot
interviews, the first of which | have used as part of my official data, and the rest, |
think that changes are inevitable, especially when interviews are conducted over a
relatively long time frame, which is a common feature of qualitative research

(Lawrence Neuman, 2006, p. 46).

The evolutionary nature of my research means that the process was not rigorously
systematic, which Fraser suggests is one of three qualities that can assist in a piece
of research’s validation in academia (2004, p. 19). However, | believe that the
human nature of the researcher and the interview participant, not to mention the
different contexts and timing of each interview means that there will always be

differences.
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Indeed, Slee explores the importance of “listening and looking for difference” in her
methodology (2004, p. 47), and although her emphasis is primarily on the
difference in women’s perspectives, | also think that differences between interviews
are important to acknowledge. My commitment to the principle of transparency
has encouraged me to recognise the impact of these changes on my interview data

and has in turn, | believe, strengthened the integrity of my analysis.

Lastly, with regards to transparency, | have found that rather than neatly dividing
my life into distinct categories in order to analyse them, the juxtaposition of lived
experience and research has been illuminating. Certainly, the crisis points both in
my personal life and research journey have often proved fruitful in terms of my

research.

Although my daily routine is a long way from the clinical environment of a research
laboratory, the ability to describe the process has made the research itself richer.
Philips acknowledges that the untidiness of the process due to the realities of
women’s lives is in itself a dimension of feminist research (2011, p. 54), whilst the
importance of being transparent about it is one of the hallmarks that helps to

identify this thesis within that genre.

3.2.2 Relationships

Coffey suggests that building relationships is a fundamental part of what gives
ethnography “its intensity, its quality and insight” (1999, p. 56). Indeed, people have
been an integral part of my research journey, from my interviewees to research
colleagues, and developing and negotiating these relationships has not only been

important to me, but has also taken up a great deal of my time.

The relationships that | have developed within the field fall into two categories. The
first | have described as ‘research friends’; people who | came into contact with
because of the research. This includes women | chose to interview, who had
voluntarily contacted me in response to a general email request which | had sent

out through my network of friends and work colleagues.
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The second category | have decided to give the awkward title of ‘researched
friends’; people | knew before my research and whose story and experience of
motherhood | was already aware of. With regard to my research relationship with
the women in both of these categories | have strived to engender many of the

ethical principles that characterise a feminist approach.

| have tried, for example, to be as transparent as possible about the research
process not only within my thesis, but also with my interviewees. | have also
attempted to involve them in the interview data; asking them if they would like to

use a pseudonym and inviting them to edit the interview transcript.

In relation to my use of pseudonyms a number of the women chose a name that
they wanted me to use in reference to their stories. Others asked me to choose a
name for them and the rest were keen for me to use their own names. Within the
thesis | have chosen not to make it clear when | have used the women’s own names
or a pseudonym in the belief that this will help to further protect the identity of the
women who wished to remain anonymous. To help to protect the women’s

anonymity | have also made changes to some of the dates.

Indeed, the building up of trust between myself and the women | interviewed was
very important to me. Although | felt that it was relatively easy to establish a sense
of empathy | was conscious of the potentially unequal relationship between the
researcher and their interviewee, highlighted in the work of feminists such as

Oakley (1990), Finch (1993) and Birch (1998).

Although on the whole this has been a good approach however, it has occasionally
caused problems. | have been acutely aware on occasion, for example, that it has
been difficult for some of the women to create the time to be interviewed let alone
find the time to review the transcript. In order not to abuse their good will, some

transcripts therefore remain unedited and potentially unseen by the interviewee.

In practical terms this has meant that after making an interviewee’s transcript

available to them and asking for any feedback or comments, | have not then pushed
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them for a response. Instead, | have given them the opportunity to edit their
interview transcripts and have communicated with them about their inclusion in my

final thesis, but have tried not to keep pestering them with updates and requests.

This experience makes me sceptical of the goal described by Gerson and Horowitz
(2002, p. 210) of “mutual commitment”. In this respect | agree with Berry (2009, p.
37), that their description of the interview dynamic draws too heavily on their
background work in therapeutic conversations. | would argue that to aim to
establish a relationship characterised by equality is preferable to one in which the
interviewee’s sense of commitment to the project is expected to go much beyond
their involvement in the interview itself. In this way the interviewee may feel able
but not beholden to engage further with the project, in the way that | have just

suggested.

Aware of the time and sensitivity that this approach requires, | have sympathy with
DeVault (1999, p. 190) who argues that the collaborative and equal partnerships
that earlier feminist writers espoused is not always possible or realistic. She
describes a goal where participants have as much control over the process as
possible and are not harmed by the research. | like the flexibility that this approach
suggests regarding the interviewee’s involvement but | am less comfortable with

the idea of being able to ensure against harm.

Although to my knowledge no one has been physically harmed as a consequence of
participating in my research, | am aware that it is not so easy to protect people
against emotional distress. One example of this came in an email accompanying an
edited transcript from a woman | had recently interviewed who wrote: “It was
rather awful to read this ... it’s like | vomited out this complicated story in a torrent

of words” (Personal Communication, 4 February, 2011).

These words highlighted for me the vulnerability that many of the women must
have felt in telling me their story, and the responsibility | then had not to abuse
their trust. This is a dilemma that confronts many feminist researchers due to the

nature of their research material (Edwards, 1998). On the one hand, Morton’s
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concept of being “heard into speech” (1985, p. 202) emphasises the need to make
previously hidden or marginalised dimensions of women’s lives visible, firstly to
empower people and also potentially to bring about positive change. On the other,
the researcher is asking someone to share a very private story with them in order to

make it public.

The tensions that | felt around this process influenced an important decision that |
made regarding the way | chose to quote the women in my final thesis. The
importance of this issue from the interviewee’s perspective was again brought to
my attention in another email that accompanied an edited transcript, from a

different woman:

It was interesting to read this back and to see transcribed
the evidence of just how difficult it is to tell the actual
story ... | don’t know if this is allowed, but if you do quote
me in your work, | would be grateful if you could edit out
at least some of the ‘ummes, kind ofs and sort ofs
(Personal communication, 16 March 2012).
This request put me in a genuine dilemma, between responding to a concern raised

by one of my participants and wanting to capture my data as precisely as possible.

However, | was also conscious of a number of other related issues. | was aware, for
example, of the ethical importance of protecting an interviewee’s anonymity if they
wished me to do so, and yet as | transcribed the data | became very conscious in a
number of instances of how some of the women’s speech patterns might give away
clues to the reader as to their true identity. Due to the overlaps between my
personal networks and some of the research groups | belong to, in which | have

sometimes presented my findings, this was a very real possibility.

| also didn’t want to lose sight of the importance of addressing the potential power
difference between the researcher and the interviewee. Including excerpts from an
emotionally raw interview alongside my carefully considered text seemed unfair

and disrespectful. As Standing suggests: “It is the ways in which we represent and
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interpret the women’s voices which reinforces hierarchies of knowledge and

power” (Standing, 1998, p. 190).

So although my interview transcripts themselves remain intact, | have chosen to
omit most ‘umms’ and ‘urrs’ or their equivalents within the quotations | have used
in the thesis. As these were most prevalent when the women were emotional, |
have then tried to find other ways, such as the inclusion of bracketed descriptions
of the women’s emotions such as (tearfully) or (laughing) in an attempt to help the
reader to understand the quotation more fully. | have also occasionally edited a
segment of speech where | believe that a woman’s particular pattern of speech
itself might reveal her identity. Although this could be considered a manipulation of

data, the focus of my research is not on linguistics but on experiences.

Indeed, feminist research highlights the impossibility of neutrality or ‘pure’
objectivity, laying emphasis instead on the transparency of the research process,
and other researchers have described making similar adjustments to the speech of
their interviewees (Slee, 2004, p. 57). In the end, the changes | made felt to be a
small price to pay within the fraught process of bringing people’s private lives into
the public arena, and consonant with the ethical principles that underpin a feminist

approach.

However, the group | found it most difficult to protect against being harmed were
the group | chose to call ‘researched friends’; the people | approached for interview
or consent because | already knew their story. | found these situations much more
difficult to navigate, and therefore more time consuming, and | chose to give the

group a clumsy title to reflect this tension.

Sarah and Charlotte, for example, were people | had met whilst serving as a
minister. As | remembered back, their stories were an important part of my early
research journey although | did not know this at the time. In this instance, my
dilemma was whether | should risk our relationship by asking them for permission

to use their stories as part of my research, or leave their stories out altogether. |
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eventually decided to approach them, at first with an email, trying to explain what |

was doing and why.

After what felt like a very long period of time | had a positive reply from them both,
so | sent them a draft copy of what | proposed to include, making it clear that they
had the option of using a pseudonym if they preferred. | also suggested to them
both that we met up again socially. This was a practical way of restating what | had
tried to express to them in writing; that our relationship was more important to me
than their inclusion in my research. In the event both women gave their permission

for me to use their stories.

A second group of people | refer to in the category of researched friends, is people |
have met through antenatal groups and playgroups, and friends who | have known
for a long number of years who happened to be having children during the time of
my research. | enjoy a strong friendship with a large number of women in this
group, and yet there are times when | have saved cards or emails they have sent, or
written about our conversations in my journal because they have been pertinent to

my research.

| did not tell them at the time that | was doing this because | didn’t want to spoil our
friendship and | didn’t want them to feel inhibited in what they said to me. | have
felt very uncomfortable about this and yet if | hadn’t journaled my thoughts and
experiences my research would be poorer and less honest about how my thinking

has changed during the course my research.

| attempted to reconcile this tension at the time by making sure that all of my
friends were aware of the subject matter of my thesis, and always being honest
about the research whenever anyone enquired about it. | have also asked

permission of those whose personal story | have gone on to use in my final thesis.
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Lastly, in this category of ‘researched friends’ is an experience with a good friend
called Sophie. At the time | was reading about Mother Blessings,* and Sophie was
pregnant. Inspired by some of the ideas | had read about, | decided to contact some
of her female friends and relatives before the birth in order to create a bracelet of

beads that we could give to her as a gift for her to wear during labour.

At the time | did this for her as a friend, but later | wondered whether | should ask
her if she would be willing to be interviewed about the experience for my research.
The tension for me was knowing that by asking | risked turning what had been a
very positive experience into one in which she felt that | had used her as a guinea
pig and in doing so, abused our friendship. In the end | chose not to ask her for an
interview, although inevitably that experience along with many others has been

part of my research journey and has permeated the research in other ways.

As these examples illustrate, the role of what Coffey helpfully describes as a
“reflective insider” (1999, p. 56) and the challenge of finding creative strategies to
adhere to the ethical principle of confidentiality explored by Chang (2008, p. 56)
involves negotiating complex relationships which “can all be made, maintained and
lost during the course of fieldwork” (Coffey, 1999, p. 57). Even the seemingly lower

standards suggested by DeVault (1999) are difficult to ensure.

However, ethical considerations regarding the rights and trust of my interviewees
have increasingly come into focus during the lifetime of my research journey.
Recognising the relationship tensions that have existed for me is also an important
feature of a feminist epistemology, and | believe my approach reflects this same
spirit: that in all of my research relationships | have tried to treat people with
respect and attempted to make sensitive decisions that give priority to my

relationship with the individual over and occasionally above the research itself.

4| will explore the concept of Mother Blessings in more detail in chapter 5.
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3.3 Unpacking the Terms: Qualitative & Ethnographic

It was due to the nature of my research interest and my own personal inclinations
that | chose to adopt a qualitative approach. Although the term encompasses a
wide variety of styles, the method broadly refers to research that collects data in
the form of words and meanings rather than numbers and measurements.
Qualitative research is often characterised by an intense encounter with a small
number of people, and whilst it is limited in the extent to which it can draw
universally applicable conclusions it is a useful approach when trying to explore an
area of interest in order to raise questions and identify possible themes for further
study. Most importantly from my point of view it is also an approach that has

enabled me to gather in depth data.

So although | began my research ‘in the field’ by sending out a questionnaire to a
relatively large number of people through my own personal networks, the
foundation of my research data was made up of ten transcribed interviews, along

with accompanying field notes and journal entries.

However, as | progressed | also collected together any information | could find
connected to the interviews. So | saved the completed questionnaires from the
women | went on to interview. | also kept emails, transcribed telephone
conversations and read anything the women themselves had written or published,

with their permission.

The result is a rich accumulation of data from a variety of sources, akin to Geertz’s
“thick descriptions” (1993) and the process of triangulation where multiple sources
of data can “help [to] enhance the content, accuracy and validity of the
autoethnographic writing” (Chang, 2008, p. 55). A list of the women | interviewed
and the sources of data | accumulated relating to each of their interviews can be

found in Appendix 1.

Alongside these sources | have also collected news articles and poems, private

letters and cards. | have read key academic texts, alongside whimsical bedside
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books on motherhood do’s and don’ts. Although each of these sources is valuable in
its particularity, it is the accumulation of these fragments of knowledge that helps
to add a richness and depth to my data that is “in keeping with the postmodern
spirit of ‘bricolage’ — enquiry which proceeds by piecing together fragments,
eschewing elevated theoretical schemes, aware of the provisionality and fragility of

knowledge” (Graham, 2000, p. 106).

Indeed, within my data there is a mixture of fact and interpretation, tensions and
opportunism which also reflects what Beverley Skeggs has described as “the
difficult, messy world of empirical work” (2002, p. 363). However, it is the detail and
often the juxtaposition of my material that has led me towards new insights or has
sometimes helped me to establish a sense of perspective on a particular issue. The
richness of the data is also an important feature of ethnographic enquiry, which

brings me on to the fourth and final strand of my methodology.

As | have stated above, and has been evident throughout this chapter, the various
terms | have identified as characteristic of my methodology overlap with one
another. Ethnography is both a process and a product that in common with
feminist methodological principles challenges the traditional view; that the
researcher must retain a critical distance in order to maximise objectivity. Its
reliance on rich data creates a natural overlap with a qualitative approach, whilst

reflexivity is also fundamental.

So, what is ethnography and how does it relate to my methodology? The origin of
the term lies within nineteenth century Western anthropology, where an
ethnography was a descriptive account of a community or culture, usually located
outside of the West. It traditionally involved the researcher spending time with a
particular community and acting as an outside observer who tried to retain a critical

distance from those they were researching.

Classic examples of this style can be seen in the work of Geertz (1993) and Turner
(1995) whose insights | refer to in relation to my own research, or the ethnographic

studies of Margaret Mead (1949) whose detailed reports concerning attitudes to
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sex in traditional South Pacific and Southeast Asian cultures contributed to changing
attitudes to sex in the West, particularly during the 1960s. However, in common
with many of the other approaches | have described, it has also been reinterpreted
and recontextualised since then in a variety of ways, to the point that there is no

one standard definition.

One of the ways in which it has developed since the mid-1970s has become known
as autoethnography. Whilst conventional ethnography has tended to be fairly
impersonal, with the researcher maintaining a distance both within the field and in
relation to the text they produce, autoethnography places the author firmly in the
foreground. Although autoethnography is also used to describe a wide range of
research, however there are some key features within this approach that link

directly and helpfully to my own research.

Firstly, | set out to try to better understand my own experience by reflecting on it in
relation to the stories of other women and “autoethnography is an excellent vehicle
through which researchers come to understand themselves and others” (Chang,
2008, p. 52). So whilst | was using ethnographic methods, the fact | was researching
my own world, rather than that of someone ‘other’, positions my work within the

field of autoethnography.

Indeed, from the perspective of my ‘researched friends’ | was just another mum
who happened to be doing some research, rather than the other way around. Even
with my interviewees, the fact that | was a mum meant that some of the issues
facing other researchers relating to empathy did not occur to the same extent

because we had an instant point of connection.

The familiarity that an autoethnographer has with their field is highlighted by Chang
(2008) as a great benefit in both the initial stages of research in terms of data
collection and with respect to the process of in depth data analysis and
interpretation. Deck (1990) goes further by arguing that the views of outsider, non-
native ethnographers are highly suspect because of their unfamiliarity with the

field.
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From my point of view, the label of autoethnography helped me to feel that
researching my own world was a legitimate approach and | believe that being
immersed in the field at the time enabled me to pick up on nuances | might
otherwise have missed. However, | did not always find my dual identity as an
autoethnographer easy, as | have already mentioned in relation to my ‘researched
friends’ and | appreciated the ability to distance myself from the field later on in the

research as | will explain shortly.

As part of trying to understand my own experience of the transition into
motherhood, | also needed to explore the context. Based on my own hunches and
themes that emerged from the interviews | became increasingly aware of the
impact that the traditional androcentric view of the world has had on our

understanding of birth, particularly in the spheres of religion and medicine.

My desire to unearth some of these deceptions echoes Pratt’s view that
autoethnography is a form of writing that can address both the writers’ own group
and a more dominant one. Although she is careful not to overstate
autoethnography as a form of resistance, she does suggest that it can play a role in
offering alternative forms of meaning and power from those of the dominant

culture (1994, p. 28).

Linked with this was my hope that by drawing together themes from my own
experience and the stories of others, as well as gathering ritual resources | might be
able to empower other women in the future. Slee suggests that empowerment is an
important principle that helps to characterize a piece of research as feminist, saying
that it “is not merely the subject matter or content (research about women) or the
gender of the researcher (research by women) but the commitment to conducting
research with the specific goal of empowering and liberating women (research for

women)” (2004, p. 49).

Furthermore, Chang suggests that autoethnography is a helpful tool in trying to
meet this end. Drawing on her experience of ‘cross-cultural coalition building’ she

argues that the self-reflection necessary within the process of autoethnography
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“can lead to self-transformation through self-understanding” which can then be

used to help others (2008, p. 57).

| am as yet unclear as to my future plans and how | might best be able to share
what | have learnt, but | am aware that even through incidental conversations
during the course of my research, other women who are also mothers have been
keen to hear of women with similar experiences to them, and have also shown an

interest in the rituals that | have come across.

The importance of reflection within the autoethnographic process is the final
feature that | would like to highlight in relation to my research methodology. In fact,
within the field the ability to reflect and explain, thus “connecting the personal to

III

the cultural” is one of the factors that helps to distinguish autoethnography from an
autobiography (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 742). As Chang explains, “The minimum
requirement is that autoethnographers must be willing to dig deeper into their
memories, excavate rich details, bring them onto examination tables to sort, label,
interconnect, and contextualize them in the sociocultural environment” (2008, p.

51).

| did not gain my desire to reflect on my experience in relation to others and the
culture of which | am a part because | wanted to produce of piece of
autoethnography. Rather, as a student of practical theology | have been schooled

throughout my ministerial training in the craft of “reflective practice” (Lyall, 2001).

However, the time frame within which | did my research became an important
factor within the reflection process, because whilst | was immersed in the world of
early motherhood during the interviewing stage, | became increasingly distanced
from it during the phase of analysis and writing. Although | am still a mother, for
example, | would now be regarded as an ‘outsider’ at a toddler group or
breastfeeding café, and my memories of that time and the emotions | associate

with it are no longer as intense.
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So, although it was good to be ‘within’ the world of my research for a time, | also
think that the relative distance that | have gained over the life span of my research,
mainly due to the age of my children, has helped the reflection process, particularly

in terms of getting experiences into perspective.

However, whilst | have found it to be a useful approach, autoethnography has been
criticised by some as narcissistic and self-indulgent (Salzman, 2002; Sparkes, 2002)

and thus lacking academic rigour or methodological validity.

Aware of this criticism, Leon Anderson has made a case for “analytic
autoethnography” (2006), in which he recognises “the value of autoethnographic
research within the analytic ethnographic paradigm” (p. 374) but advocates that it
should be used within appropriate limits and among other methods so that it can
become more widely recognised within the field of social sciences as a credible
methodological basis from which “theoretical understandings of broader social

phenomena” can be developed (p. 373).

The realist paradigm upon which Anderson bases his approach is criticised by other
autoethnographers however, such as Carolyn Ellis and Arthur Bochner (2000). They
believe that the value and integrity of autoethnography is violated when it is framed
in terms of conventional sociological analysis and see all social theories as

constructed narratives falsely presented as factual accounts.

Rather than following Anderson’s “analytic autoethnography” route, | have chosen
an approach which reflects Ellis and Bochner’s points, by using the particularity of
my data to challenge some of the universalist claims that have previously been
made, such as the pattern of a rite of passage (van Gennep, 1960), and by using the
details of the women’s stories to invite the reader into the world of early
motherhood. Furthermore, accepting the need for academic rigour and
methodological validity, | have assessed my own methodology for what Heewon

Chang (2008) describes as the “potential pitfalls” for autoethnographers.
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Firstly, Chang warns against an excessive focus on the self in isolation from others,
arguing that autoethnography “should reflect the interconnectivity of self and
others” (p. 54) and refer to the wider cultural context within which the study is
situated. Linked to this is Chang’s second point in which she warns against an

overemphasis on narration at the expense of analysis and cultural interpretation.

Both of these tests highlight the delicate balance between the incorporation of the
researcher’s own story and the experiences of others which is a tension that | have
been aware of throughout the lifetime of my research. Capturing some of the raw

emotions that | experienced during early motherhood was important in my journal
for example, but over time this became mediated and interwoven alongside other
people’s stories and wider reading, before finally being shaped into an

autoethnographic account.

Chang’s third point focuses on the role of memory which she describes both in
terms of a unique source of data for an autoethnographer as well as a pitfall. Due to
the selective nature of memory she argues that as in any good research practice
autoethnographers need to support their arguments with a broad base of data and

IH

thus recommends complementing the “internal” data of memory with data from
external sources, such as interviews and other related documents. The gathering of
data in this way provides the bases for triangulation which, as | have mentioned

earlier, helps to enhance the accuracy and validity of the research.

The fourth test or potential pitfall relates to the ethics around the ownership of
stories. Simply because an account is autobiographical does not mean that issues of
confidentiality do not arise in relation to the lives and stories of other people who
are also mentioned. Indeed, issues of confidentiality were a concern for me as |
have described in an earlier section of this chapter entitled ‘Relationships’. This has
prompted me, on occasion, to exclude some stories in order to protect someone’s

identity or to avoid causing any offence.

The fifth and final point that Chang makes is that because the term

autoethnography has been used to describe a wide range of narrative enquiry it is
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important for researchers to make themselves aware of the potential pitfalls and

define their use of the method clearly in order to avoid confusion.

My experience is that undertaking this research and producing this thesis has
involved a constant process of rebalancing, between the immediacy of personal
experience and analysis. By keeping Chang’s potential pitfalls in mind, alongside
familiarising myself with other autoethnographic accounts (Berry, 2009; Walton,
Writing Methods in Theological Reflection, 2014) | have tried to use my own
experience as a lens rather than a primary focus, in order to better understand the

stories of others and empathetically relate their experiences to my wider reading.

3.4 Narrative of the Research Process

Before submitting my initial research proposal, | conducted four pilot interviews in
2007 which were focused on finding out about ceremonies that parents were
choosing to hold to mark the arrival of a new baby as an alternative to baptism. Due
to the fact that | was helping the first couple | interviewed to create the ceremony
itself, both parents were present, but for the rest, mainly for practical reasons, only

the mother was available.

At the time of the interview and particularly during the process of transcribing the
interview data, | was aware of how much of the mother’s own story was present
during the interviews. Although this could perhaps have been anticipated in the
mother-only interviews, it was true of all four, and reminded me of many of the
visits | had made to families prior to baptism during my ministry. In many of these
visits as in the interviews, the women had talked, often in great detail, about their
own experiences, sometimes in relation to the ceremony, but often | sensed
because the need to talk about what she had recently gone through with someone

who had the time to listen was important.

In January 2008, | began my maternity leave with the intention of returning to the
research twelve months later, by starting to plan my own children’s ceremony to

mark their arrival. However, as | have already mentioned, partly due to my
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awareness of the predominance of the women’s stories in my previous interviews
and baptismal visits, in conjunction with reflecting on my own feelings and
experience, the focus of my research changed. | became interested from both a
personal and research perspective in hearing more stories of women who had
become mothers through childbirth and what rituals, if any, they had found or

created to help them through this transition.

3.4.1 The Interviewees

Although all four of my pilot interviews contained aspects of the mother’s story, |
have only chosen to use the first one as part of my official data. Whilst it has clear
differences to the rest, particularly because both parents were present, the fact
that | knew the mother well before the interview means that the ease with which
she told me elements of her story makes it more akin to the rest of my interview

data, collected after | became a mother, than the other pilots.

| conducted the other nine interviews between August 2009 and June 2012. Of
these women, six | knew beforehand, and the remaining three | met for the first
time at the interview itself. The women ranged in age from early thirties to late
fifties which means that some were talking about a very recent experience, whilst

others were referring to something that happened a relatively long time ago.

Although it is easy to assume that the recollections of the latter group of women
were not as clear as some of those who spoke about more recent experiences, this
was not obviously the case. One reason for this is perhaps because the older
women had had more time to reflect on their experiences, whilst some of the
others were still deeply immersed in the day to day care of small children, when the
lack of sleep and constant demands can make time for reflection difficult. A number
of the women had also collected together artefacts, including journals, in

preparation for my visit which served to jog their memories.

It would also seem likely that the experiences of the women would differ

considerably depending upon when their children were born, but again this did not
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obviously seem to be the case. In fact, the children ranged from being a few months
old to their late twenties, but some themes such as the medicalisation of birth and

the intensity of early mothering were common to each of the women’s stories.

Equally, my main focus was to find out about any rituals that the women had
experienced. The timing and nature of these seemed to depend more on the
individual women'’s experiences than on the year when it occurred. Edna, for
example, chose to mark the end of breastfeeding because it had been a particular
challenge for her, whilst Maria wanted to hold a Mother Blessing before her
daughter’s birth but not her son’s because of her fears surrounding the prospect of
having a girl. Indeed, rather than conducting a comparative study focused on a
particular type of ritual, | was interested in gathering together as many different

examples as possible.

All of the women who | interviewed had experienced biological childbirth, and some
chose to talk about more than one of their experiences. One of the women was not
in a relationship at the time of having a child. The other nine were either married or

had a long term partner.

The interviewees all came from the UK or a similarly westernized culture, because
although I am interested in learning from other traditions that was not the nature of
this study. Rather, | was interested in hearing from women with a similar cultural
heritage to my own about the rituals they knew about or had created for

themselves.

The women were also all broadly middle class, well-educated and had some form of
church connection. Four of them were ordained within their own denomination,
another two had an active involvement, through work or personal interest whilst
the remaining four all mentioned having been brought up within the church as a
child. Although | didn’t purposefully choose to only interview women from these
categories, | used my personal networks to make contact with women who might
be interested in taking part in my research, and these groupings reflect my own

background and personal networks.
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| am also aware that creating rituals is not a natural part of everyday life within this
culture, so the fact that the women who responded to my invitation to be
interviewed had a background in the church or had links to alternative middle class
groups where the use of rituals is more common, is not surprising. Clearly however,
the group of women from whom my interview data came is not a representative

sample.

Rather, this thesis is an attempt to draw together strands of experience and wisdom
from a handful of women who chose to ritualize aspects of their experience. They
have not only spoken honestly and in depth about their experiences but they have
also shared intimate details of the rituals that they created. Every birthing story was

different, from child to child and mother to mother and so too were the rituals.

In other words, the aim of this study is not to suggest that all women experience
birthing or motherhood in the same way or that one ritual should be appropriate
for all women who are mothers. Instead, | have attempted to draw together themes
from the stories | have gathered, from a small group of women from a similar

cultural background to my own, at a particular point in history.

3.4.2 The Interviews

Five of the women | interviewed responded to my initial questionnaire, either by
filling it in or simply by replying that they would be willing to be interviewed.
Another two were names suggested to me by friends, as people who might be
worth talking to and the other three were either women | already knew or who |

came to know during my research journey.

Having established contact, | then sent each participant an information sheet by
email which set out the aims of my study and some of the practical details including
issues around confidentiality, the choice of using a pseudonym and permission to
record our conversation. Aware that the interviews may be emotionally difficult for

a number of the women, | also suggested that they consider contacting a friend
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who could be aware that the interview was taking place and potentially be available

afterwards if needed.

| also invited each of the women to choose the time and location for their interview.
Although in practical terms this was usually a negotiation due to my own limitations
regarding childcare, | was keen to give the interviewees as much flexibility as
possible and to become a guest in their space rather than the other way around in
order to try to reduce the potential power imbalance between us. | found these
preliminary email exchanges helpful, particularly with the women | had not met

before as it gave us the chance to get to know each other a little before meeting.

In the end, eight out of the ten women chose to be interviewed in their own home
which | think enabled them to relax more quickly and often show me items
pertinent to the interview that they may not have thought of bringing with them or
were too unwieldy to transport. Alongside smaller items and the journals that |
have already mentioned, for example, on one occasion | was shown a body-cast of

the woman’s pregnant form.

For the two interviews not held in the women’s own homes, the individuals both
chose a location that they knew well, and although all of the locations were
susceptible to interruptions, | think that the advantages of interviewing the women

in their own space rather than mine far outweighed the disadvantages.

The interviews themselves lasted between one and a half to two hours and
although I had a list of questions that | wanted to cover | was keen to let the
conversation flow as naturally as possible. In this approach | was conscious of the
work of other feminist researchers (Oakley, 1990; Berry, 2009) who used open
ended questions and semi-structured interviews to enable the women to feel more

at ease and to tell their stories in their own words as much as possible.

I am particularly thankful to have adopted this approach because although I initially
set out to ask the women about intentionally created rituals, | quickly began to

realise that they were also describing to me seized moments that they had marked
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or simply remembered that had become equally significant to them. Had | adopted
a more formal interviewing technique or limited each woman to describing a single
birth or ritual, | might not have uncovered so much rich data or become aware of a

very different pattern of women'’s ritualising than the one | had first presumed.

Although | tried to let the interview flow as naturally as possible | have become
conscious upon rereading the transcripts that | interjected less in the later
interviews, as | have already mentioned. What | gradually developed during the
course of the interview process was the ability to use my facial expressions and
body language to encourage the women in what they were saying, rather than to

verbally interject and thus potentially interrupt the women’s flow.

This was important because although the women were all very articulate, some of
them had not put these particular experiences into words before, and those who
had, had usually done so in written rather than verbal form. To hear into speech the
women’s own thoughts and experiences, sometimes for the first time was a very
fragile experience in which the “verbal intersupport network ... [of] frequent overt
and nonverbal expressions of understanding” described by Minster (1991, p. 37)

became crucially important.

Indeed, at points some of the interviews were emotionally charged, but as well as
tears there was also a lot of laughter. Again in these situations | think it helped
being a mother, because even if | hadn’t experienced exactly what the woman was
describing at the time, there was enough common ground to be able to offer a
gesture of common understanding. These experiences at times reminded me of
‘trench humour’ where people outside of the situation may simply not have

understood.

Interestingly, it was often these moments that | wrote about in my journal which |
tried to complete as soon after the interview as possible. | think that was partly
because | was very aware that they were the critical junctures of the interview, at
which point the woman might choose to say more or clam up altogether. However,

the prominence of these moments in my journal was counterbalanced by the
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interview transcript which often contained sections of speech that | had forgotten

about altogether.

Although | sometimes found the hours of transcribing tedious and the time to write
in my journal or make detailed field notes a challenge, having already disrupted my
family’s routine in order to attend the interview, when | came to analyse my data |
became increasingly grateful that | had made the effort to create these three

different sources of data as accurately as possible.

3.4.3 Handling the Data

Having completed the transcribing process and written up my journal entries and
field notes | felt a sense of trepidation at the thought of pulling it all apart again in
order to analyse my data. | suddenly felt unequal to the challenge but some of my
research colleagues encouraged me to trust my own instincts. Indeed, the more |
worked with the data, the better | got to know it and the easier it became to

recognise links or common themes.

Thus, | tentatively began to follow a process based on my own intuition, similar to

that described by Slee who writes,

The process of data analysis is in many ways akin to the

process of interviewing itself, and requires a continuation

of the same skilled listening processes, so that the

underlying meanings implicit in the women’s account can

be brought to light and articulated (2004, p. 57).
In fact, in the end | developed a process of creating what | now understand to be
“constructed knowledge” (Belenky, Clincy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986). This
involved not only recognising that all knowledge is contextual, but also accepting
myself as a creator of knowledge, and valuing both subjective and objective
strategies for knowing. Whilst my ministerial training in contextual theology stood

me in good stead for the former, it was the confidence to believe in my own ability

that took time to develop.
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My data comprised ten sets of interviews, with field notes in which | recorded some
of the practical details of each encounter, and my journal where | had written more
descriptive accounts of my thoughts and feelings at the time. | had also collected
together other material that was pertinent to each interview when available, as

already mentioned and described in the column entitled ‘Other’ in Appendix 1.

Due to the fact that | wanted to find out as much as | could about women’s
experiences and their rituals, | did not limit my interviewees to describing one
birthing experience or ritual. In fact, the women generally adopted a chronological
narrative approach in which they described their experiences around each child and
any related rituals. So, rather than having ten women with a corresponding number
of birthing experiences and rituals, | had details relating to twenty four separate
birthing experiences and many more rituals as well as ritual fragments which | will

go on to refer to as marked or remembered moments.

For ease | first decided to separate my data into two distinct blocks by disentangling
the individual experiences from the rituals. | then looked for themes within each of
these sections. In relation to the women’s experiences of motherhood, | developed
a system of post it notes where examples from individual stories were collated
under a series of headings. This process was helpful in enabling me to recognise
dominant themes that emerged from my data rather than threads that | had
remembered from the interviews because they had been pertinent to my own

experience.

In this approach | was trying to follow what the text books refer to as grounded
theory where themes are allowed to emerge out of the data rather than being
imposed upon it. However, | now recognise that in reality the process is much more
complicated than this and is better described by Slee’s analogy of a “free-flowing
dialogue” (2004, p. 57). My interest in seeing whether a woman’s experience of her
transition into motherhood can be understood or better explained as a rite of
passage, for example, meant that in reality the shape of chapter 4 evolved out of a

dialogue between my data, my reading and hunches based on my own experience.
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The themes that emerged helped me to illustrate the experience based context out
of which the women’s rituals emerged although the limitations of space and the
need to create a comprehensive framework means that | have focused on broad
themes around which many other experiences and nuances were mentioned and

are of course possible.

| then tried to work out how best to handle and analyse the women'’s rituals. Firstly,
as | have already mentioned, | needed to distinguish between the different kinds of
ritual activity that the women described. | then decided to separate them into three

sections, according to time frame, which became the focus of chapter 6.

However, a further significant theme emerged from my research data that didn’t
easily fit within my analysis chapters on either experiences or rituals. The impact
that the women’s experience of childbirth and motherhood had on their spirituality
was an important feature in each of the interviews and this became my final data

analysis chapter and appears in the thesis as chapter 7.

These three chapters on experiences, rituals and spirituality form the core of this
thesis. The process that | have described involved reading and rereading my data,
sorting and shuffling my themes, writing and rewriting again and again until it felt
right. The confidence to follow my intuition means that the way | have analysed my

data is consistent with the approach that | used for the rest of my methodology.

3.5 Conclusions

The way in which | went about collecting and analysing my data was not a tidy
exercise, but my use of research methods that were grounded in my own social
practice (Edwards, 1998) and being transparent about the process, are both
elements that help to give my methodology its integrity. As Phillips wrote of her
own research, “It bares all, therefore exposes itself to a more detailed critique, but

its conclusions convey the integrity of the researcher” (2011, p. 70).
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So, although | cannot make any claims towards the universality of my findings my
methodological approach enabled me to piece together a rich set of data that is
contextual and suggests a much more complex view of women’s experiences of

their transition into motherhood than | had initially envisaged.

Indeed, part of the impetus for this research in the first place was to look “beyond
[the] simplistic assumptions of a common, undifferentiated unity of experience”
(Slee, 2004, p. 47) which suggest that becoming a mother is a simple, natural or
linear process. The validity of my research is further supported by the

thoroughgoing, informed and sensitive nature of my analysis.
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CHAPTER 4: MOTHERHOOD AS A RITE OF
PASSAGE

Labour

At one level, the biblical narrative tells us nothing about Mary’s labour.
The focus of the story, not unusually within patriarchal society, is on the
one who is to be born rather than on the one who labours.

However, what we are told about the circumstances of the birth allows
us to weave together threads connecting Mary’s story with the
experience of others.

In Luke’s account, for example, we are told that ‘the time came for her
to deliver her child’ and yet ‘the time came’ at a very inconvenient time
for Mary. The promptings of her body took precedence over everything
else, just as the timings and rhythms of a natural labour can still
override all other plans, however carefully laid.

The timing of her labour meant that Mary was away from home. Not
only that, but because there was ‘no place for them in the inn’ she was
also estranged from the normal comforts of everyday living. Mary
experienced labour in an unfamiliar environment, just as the rigours of
labour transport a woman into a different world that is ‘betwixt and
between’, neither one place nor the other, somewhere between known
and unknown, life and death.

Lastly, there is the suggestion that Mary laboured, if not surrounded by
animals, then close to the place where they came to feed. Amidst the
throes of labour, all earthly demarcations of wealth and status are
stripped away and women become animal-like for a time, overtaken by
the natural rhythms of their bodies.

Clearly, the fact that Mary gave birth meant that she also laboured, but
the story as we know it has been sanitised, distancing Mary’s experience
from that of ordinary women. By reinterpreting the story from a
different viewpoint, Mary’s labour mirrors that of others, and this may in
turn help women to articulate their own birthing stories and recognise
the mystery and beauty of incarnation within their own experience.
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4.1 Introduction

Before Sue Gill’s email® in which she described motherhood as an ancient rite of
passage, | had been so immersed within the details of my own experience of
childbirth that | felt overwhelmed and to some extent debilitated. By failing to give
birth without medical intervention and then finding myself unable to breastfeed, |
felt as though | had failed, and the sheer exhaustion, both of labour and the ongoing
care of the twins meant that | was in survival mode, believing that the experience

was something that | would just have to endure and eventually with any luck forget.

However, the suggestion that | was in the midst of an ancient rite of passage helped
to alter my perspective. | started to think of the chaos around me as part of a
process and the blood, sweat and tears felt to have a more noble purpose. At the
time, | wrote in my journal: “When | think of it in this way [as a rite of passage] |
imagine myself to be part of a long line of women and | start to feel special and take
pride in what | do” (Journal entry, 9 February 2009). It also helped me to start
making connections between what | had hitherto thought of as personal failings and

the stories of others.

| begin this chapter by explaining the theory behind the concept of a rite of passage.
The theory can be understood to resonate with both an experience of childbirth (a
woman'’s rite of passage) and any rituals (rites of passage) that may accompany this
transition. In this chapter however, | focus solely on exploring the women’s
experience of their rite of passage leaving my exploration of the women’s rituals

until chapter 6.

From my data | have chosen to explore a number of key themes that emerged from
the women'’s stories. As will become clear during the course of this chapter
however, alongside times when the theories surrounding a rite of passage help to
elucidate some of the women’s experiences there were also instances when the

model was at odds with the stories | heard.

5 See Prologue
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In the final section | will therefore move away from the concept of a rite of passage
to explore a different paradigm that reflects my data more accurately. As a whole,
this chapter not only seeks to explore childbirth and motherhood as an important
and valuable experience of transition for women, but also helps to provide the

context out of which the women’s rituals emerged.

4.2 What is a Rite of Passage?

Even though | had journaled my own thoughts and associations about the phrase at
the time of Sue Gill’'s email, when | came to write this section of my thesis a number
of years later having studied the area in more detail, | felt that | had lost any
perspective of what the term means colloquially. So one day on my way to pick up
the children from school, | asked a handful of people what they understood a rite of

passage to be.

One girl from the local junior school said: “It’s like, when someone comes to live in a
country and after ten years they get citizenship.” A retired gentlemen replied: “A
rite of passage is a wedding, baptism or a funeral ... starting school, that sort of
thing.” Another parent said: “It’s going through a load of shit and then coming out

the other end - wiser!”

This mixture of ritual and life stage transition is a good reflection of the term’s dual
identity, as Grimes explains; “We undergo passages, but we enact rites” (2000, p. 5),
and yet both have come to be understood in relation to a similar pattern and
referred to in the same way. However, the term has become so widely used both
colloquially and across a range of academic disciplines, where at times it has been
inappropriately applied, that it is important for me to outline its history and origins

before | attempt to use it in relation to my own data.

The phrase was coined by a Belgian called Arnold van Gennep who belonged to a
group of anthropologists which included the French scholars Emile Durkheim and
Marcel Mauss. Their work around the turn of the twentieth century on ritual and

beliefs has strongly influenced the development of the sociology and anthropology
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of religion ever since. In 1909, van Gennep published Les rites de passage which was
the French title of a now classic text translated into English in 1960 in which he
introduced the idea that diverse forms of human behaviour from around the world

can be ordered and understood through a single, simplified pattern.

Van Gennep based his work on numerous ethnographic accounts of the rituals of
preliterate societies provided by other researchers in the field, alongside material
drawn from the sacred writings of Hindu, Jewish and Christian religions. His theory
is based on the fact that the whole of human life is marked by change and that
because we are not just biological but also social beings, we have attached value to
these transitions which are then interpreted and marked through communal
celebrations. His book introduced a theory for interpreting the rituals that

accompany and often facilitate these major life cycle transitions.

Van Gennep based his model on the idea that a person’s change in status is similar
to the way in which a body moves through space. He described the process as
falling into three phases and likened it to the way in which a person can leave one

room, cross a threshold and then become present in the next room.

Drawing on the Latin root for the word threshold (limen), van Gennep called the
three phases preliminal (before the threshold), liminal (on the threshold) and
postliminal (after the threshold) (1960, p. 21). He also referred to the same three
phases as separation, transition and incorporation. Although van Gennep’s theory
was based on male initiation ceremonies, a woman'’s journey into motherhood

through childbirth can also be understood in relation to this threefold sequence.

During the first phase for example, an individual withdraws from their current role
in a community and begins to prepare to move on. This separation can occur
physically, symbolically or emotionally. To use van Gennep’s metaphor, through the
antenatal period a woman moves towards the threshold, perhaps with the door just

beginning to open.
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The physiological and psychological changes that she undergoes over this nine
month period slowly separate her from her previous condition, as her eating habits
begin to change along with her physical shape and sleep patterns. She may also
need to leave work or relinquish some of her usual responsibilities before the baby

is born.

A woman'’s experience of labour and birth can then be seen to transport her into a
second phase, which is understood to exist between the other two states. Victor
Turner, who is also a prolific writer in the field of ritual studies, has developed van
Gennep’s concept of liminality and described it as “betwixt and between” a former
role and future status, during which time the transformation work occurs (1979, p.

95).

In a traditional initiation ceremony this is the period in which an individual may
experience a symbolic death and rebirth, which in turn can be seen to mirror the
tensions between life and death that a woman endures during labour and birthing.
It has been suggested that these challenges can help an individual to move on by
promoting some of the new skills that they will need in order to integrate into their

new role (Turner & Bruner, 1986).

During the final phase of incorporation, an individual returns to the community,
ready to embrace the roles and responsibilities associated with their new position
and the occasion is marked with a celebration, during which the Initiates’ new skills

and achievements are displayed and publicly recognised by the wider community.

For a new mother this phase is referred to as the postnatal period in which mother
and baby are still understood to be vulnerable, but during which time the woman
begins to reintegrate back into society. In the past, within the UK, many women
would have been subject to strict protocols during this phase of their transition,
which would have culminated in the Rite of Churching. Notwithstanding the fact
that this ritual is not widely practised any longer in this country (Knédel, 1997, p.

106) it could be argued that the occasion of a child’s Baptism or Naming Ceremony
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now fulfils a similar function for the mother, but this view deserves more scrutiny

which | will attend to later.

Since van Gennep defined his analytical category of a rite of passage, researchers
have observed threefold sequences in other rites within different cultures around
the world, just as | have shown that the journey into motherhood through childbirth
can be understood in terms of three phases. His influence can be seen in the
writings of others, such as Joseph Campbell’s myth of the hero (1993), and Carl
Jung’s work describing the process of self-realisation taking place in a liminal space

(Jacobi, 1973).

However, despite the fact that some of the literature seems to give the impression
that van Gennep discovered this three stage social schema, Grimes argues that it is
important to recognise that van Gennep actually invented it and there is a danger in
oversimplifying complex transitions into memorable patterns (2000, pp. 103-7). This
does not make van Gennep’s theory defunct, but it is important to highlight some of
its weaknesses, particularly when relating it to data that lies outside of his original

scope.

| have divided the next section into five parts to explore some of the major themes
that emerged from my data, using van Gennep’s theory as a lens through which to
understand the women’s experiences more clearly. | will also use their stories, and
research based on the experiences of other women, to show that there are points
at which van Gennep’s theory distorts rather than illuminates our understanding of

a woman'’s journey through childbirth into motherhood.

4.3 Exploring van Gennep’s Model of a Rite of Passage

4.3.1 The Nature of Relationships

A theme that emerged across my research data in a variety of different ways was
that of relationships, and although a number of the women talked about their

relationships with their husbands or partners, it is the nature of the bonds that they
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made with other women during their transition into motherhood that | want to
focus on in this section. | will do this using the lens of a concept called communitas
(1979; 1995) which was developed by Victor Turner out of van Gennep’s original

theory.

Regarding relationships, from a personal perspective | remember feeling very
nervous at the beginning of my antenatal classes. It felt like the first day at a new
school. | had signed up because there were things that | wanted to learn about
childbirth and looking after a baby, but my nervousness emanated from my sense

that this was also an important opportunity to make new friends.

Although | wouldn’t have articulated it in this way at the time, as Karen Kennedy
explained of her own experience: “It is important to me that there are people
around who can empathize with my situation and share in the dilemmas, especially
those who are at the same stage of apprenticeship themselves” (1993, p. 12). Even
though the analogy of school friendships and apprenticeships are helpful, it is
Turner’s idea of communitas that | have found particularly useful to explore the

theme of relationships.

Turner’s theory suggests that communitas emerges from the experience of
liminality amongst the liminal personae or “threshold people” during a rite of
passage and at its most basic is perhaps best understood as a common bond
between them. He explains that “liminality is frequently likened to death, to being
in the womb, to invisibility, to darkness, to bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to an
eclipse of the sun or moon” (1995, p. 95), and it is the chemistry or magic that exists

around this time that creates conditions for very different relationships to occur.

Although the experience of liminality is most strongly associated with the second of
the three phases, van Gennep accepted that the boundaries within his threefold
model were porous. This allows for an overspill of liminality into the preliminal
(pregnancy) and postliminal (early nursing) stage of a person’s transition. Even

though some of my research participants also spoke about creating strong bonds
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with other women during labour (particularly doulas,® whose role | will explore in
more detail over the course of this thesis) it is the nature of the relationships that
they experienced during pregnancy and early nursing that will be my focus in this

section.

The first feature of communitas that | want to explore with regards to the
relationships that the women described is that of being outsiders, or existing on the
margins of society (Turner, 1995, p. 125). This may at first seem to be a surprising
characteristic to associate with pregnant women or new mothers. However, | want
to suggest that it is an important contributory factor in helping to explain the depth
and intimacy, of which some of my research participants voiced their experiences

during this time in terms of their relationships with other women.

In describing her experience of meeting up with a group of friends who, “were all

pregnant at the same time,” for example, Elaine explained, “we would spend hours
talking about haemorrhoids, bras, indigestion ... It was fascinating with each other,
you know ... only other pregnant women could hear that!” (Interview, 2 November

2010)

This excerpt not only illustrates some of the intimacies that are often shared
amongst women at this time but also shows Elaine’s awareness that the group’s
topic of conversation was only of interest to one another. In other words, one of the
factors that sets the group apart from the rest of society is their common interest,
and despite the fact that all women who have been pregnant will have sensed their
body changing, the extent to which Elaine describes the subject is only of

fascination to those who are experiencing it at the time.

A similar situation is described by Edna in relation to her experience of

breastfeeding. Edna was part of a self-selecting group who chose to meet together

6 Doulas offer practical and emotional support to women and their families during pregnancy, childbirth and
early nursing that is non-medical in nature. For more information visit www.doula.org.uk
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on a regular basis to support one another. She explained how they would “always
share horror stories/fears/joys/problems, always breastfeed and always eat — it was
kind of a survival/support thing” (Personal communication, 15 March 2010). In her
interview she went on to say “l felt a connection with them because they were the

only people that understood” (Interview, 19 November 2010).

So like Elaine, Edna met with a group of women to share intimacies and to an extent
it is the nature of their conversation that sets them apart from the rest of society.
However, Edna also made the comment, almost as an aside that, “we were all like

freaks when it came to breastfeeding”.

It is the nature of this latter remark that illustrates another reason why women can
feel to be on the margins of society during this time, and that is the discomfort that
still exists within society around breastfeeding. One story that | noted down in my
journal was based on a friend’s experience who said that she had felt obliged to go
upstairs to breastfeed when her mother and father-in-law came to her house to

visit ‘the new arrival’.

Even though attitudes are clearly changing, | would suggest that this example is still
not uncommon. In August 2015 a BBC radio presenter, Alex Dyke, was suspended
after making “appalling” comments about breastfeeding on air. He is quoted as
having said: “Breastfeeding is unnatural. It’s the kind of thing that should be done in
a quiet, private nursery. It was OK in the Stone Age when we knew no better, when

people didn’t have teeth” (BBC, 2015).

Rather than getting embroiled in the debate around women’s bodies and taboos at
this stage, | simply want to make the point that some of society’s continuing
discomfort, particularly around the issue of breastfeeding, is another factor which
serves to encourage women during their transition into motherhood to feel

separate, and relatively speaking, to exist for a time on the margins of society.

According to Turner’s theory it is this sense of marginality that is not only a feature

of liminality, but also helps to explain why deep and intimate relationships, or
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communitas, often flourish. The fact that | have used two examples from the
preliminal and postliminal phase of a woman’s transition rather than the liminal
phase could be explained by the porosity of the boundaries between the three

stages.

Another important factor that Turner notes within the nature of these relationships
is that they can be fleeting and he suggests that there is an inherent danger in trying
“to cling to one [person or moment] when its present impetus is spent” (1995, p.
139). In relation to women’s experiences of friendships during their transition into
motherhood, this phenomenon was summed up by Maria when she used the

phrase “baby friends” during her interview (Interview, 6 June 2012).

Maria was talking about women whom she had met during her pregnancy and with
whom she shared a strong friendship, but had then grown apart from in subsequent
years. This was also my experience. There were a number of women | met through
my antenatal network who | then continued to meet with once or twice a week
when our children were small. Within this group we shared very intimate details of
our lives with one another that | have not shared with anyone else, but the
meetings naturally petered out as the children grew older and some of the

friendships faded too.

This was partly for practical reasons in that some of the women went back to work,
moved house or their children began to attend a different school. However, | also
sensed that sometimes when the intensity of the experiences of early motherhood
passed, | had less in common with some of the women than with others. Thus from
an original group of nine women, four of us met regularly and shared a strong
friendship until the children started preschool, and now seven years later | am only

regularly in touch with one of the women who has become a close friend.

Thus, | would argue that Turner’s model of communitas is a useful lens through
which it is possible to better understand the depth and intimacy of some of the
relationships that women can experience during their transition into motherhood

as well as the fleeting nature of what Maria referred to as ‘baby friends’. However, |
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also want to mention two inconsistencies between women'’s experiences of

relationships during this time and van Gennep and Turner’s theories.

The first relates to Turner’s assertion that “distinctions of rank and status disappear
or are homogenized” (1995, p. 95), between participants during communitas. In
terms of a woman’s experience of liminality during labour, this is true. Rank or
status may affect a woman’s access to maternity services in many parts of the
world, but it becomes largely irrelevant in the throes of a natural labour. However,
during a woman’s experience of pregnancy and early nursing, | would argue that it

also exists, but becomes much more ambiguous.

From a personal point of view for example, | was initially taken aback by the
number of women who stopped to talk to me when | was out pushing the buggy
and who also turned out to be the mothers of twins. Our conversations were
usually short but incredibly intense and touched on some very intimate details such
as our experiences of birth and feeding. In fact, | too soon found myself
approaching other women who were mothers of twins who previously | would

never have dreamed of spontaneously talking to.

| was relatively unaware of their social status at the time. The desire to talk to
someone with similar experiences also seemed to override any concern that | might
usually have about approaching people. The intensity of these encounters reflects
the spirit of communitas and yet, in contrast to these casual encounters, the
postnatal group that | met with regularly all had similar social backgrounds to my

own.

In other words, social status was largely irrelevant during the fleeting conversations
that | had with other mothers of twins, but within the still temporary but more
regular meetings that | had with other mothers our social background undeniably
played a part. We met together in one another’s homes for example, chose to do

similar activities and had comparable aspirations for our children.
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Based on my own experience and observations of the groups that | have seen form
in antenatal classes and playgroups, | would therefore argue that whilst a degree of
homogenization takes place, the role of social class and status should not be
underestimated. Rather than implying that pregnant women or new mothers exist
in some kind of status-less utopia, it would be more accurate to suggest that
relationships that form during these times usually follow similar patterns to normal
relationship formations, during which moments of homogenization arising from

shared experience can occur.

A second inconsistency between my research data and Turner’s model is the nature
of the relationship that can exist between mothers, regardless of generation. Based
on my research data and own experience there is a common bond that exists
between mothers regardless of generation, within which an unwritten code of
conduct seems to operate. Turner’s concept of communitas expresses this common
bond to some extent, but | want to highlight another factor which serves to
complicate some of these relationships and which diverges from the concept of

communitas.

The idea that there is an unwritten code of conduct amongst women who have
become mothers is encapsulated within this extract from Monica’s interview in
which she describes the interactions between some of the women she had invited

to her pre-birthing ritual. She explained:

not everybody shared all the bits of truth you know, and
people are editing things ... | could see that that was
going on. My sister was sort of looking at Tina, like
(mimics raising her eyebrow in a knowing way) ‘you don’t
really need to talk about that’ and ‘... we won’t cover
that now, she’ll learn that’ (Interview, 17 August 2009).

Similarly, | wrote in my journal about an experience in which a close friend phoned

to say that she was pregnant:

| felt genuinely pleased for her, but | was also acutely
aware that my ‘Congratulations!” was filled with
hesitation ... my gut reaction was to warn her; to tell her
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what it might be like and all the things that | wish I'd

known (Journal entry, 24 February 2009).
After the telephone conversation, | wrote her a letter. It felt good to write my
thoughts down, but in the end it felt wrong to send it. The concept of shared
wisdom amongst veterans, alongside a reluctance to share it too soon, becomes
clearer through Turner’s concept of “a generalized social bond” (1995, p. 96) that is

one of the intrinsic features of communitas.

However, it would be misleading to suggest that women experience this journey
from novice to veteran in a simple, linear progression as van Gennep and Turner’s
theories seem to imply. My sense is that women’s experience of motherhood
follows a spiral of repeating emotions that is more diagrammatically congruent with

a recurring spiral than a straight line.

An experience that illustrates this point is recalled by Adrienne Rich (1977) in which
she describes meeting a ‘young woman friend’ on the street a few years after her

own children had been babies. She wrote that her friend had:

a tiny infant against her breast, in a bright cotton sling ... |

am amazed to feel in myself a passionate longing to have,

once again, such a small, new being clasped against my

body ... And | walk away from her drenched with memory

and envy (p. 33).
Rich’s description encompasses the complexity of such encounters. She is reminded
of holding her own children and feels envious of this young mother, and yet at the
same time she knows that the same period of existence for her was filled with
ambiguity. A few pages earlier she includes an excerpt from her journal which
reads: “To be caught up in waves of love and hate, jealousy even of the child’s

childhood; hope and fear for its maturity; longing to be free of responsibility, tied by

every fibre of one’s being” (1977, p. 22).

Rich does not claim to speak for all women, but the honesty of this personal
reflection points to a whole range of emotions and experiences that | believe are

common to women’s experience of motherhood, but that do not find expression in
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Turner’s concept of communitas. | will return to the idea of recurring spirals at the
end of this chapter, but for now | want to acknowledge that alongside the strong
connections that can be experienced between women who are mothers, again
based on their common experience of liminality, there can also be tensions as Rich’s
story demonstrates. | would suggest that feelings of envy or longing, especially if

those emotions have not been recognised or dealt with, can damage relationships.

Indeed, whilst friendships between women who were mothers was a common
theme within my data, three of my interview participants also talked about difficult
relationships with other women who they had thought would be more supportive
of them during their transition. Building positive and supportive relationships was

also an important focus of some of the rituals that the women created.

In conclusion, the concept of communitas is helpful in so far as it explains some of
the more unusual aspects of the relationships that women can experience during
their transition, particularly in terms of their depth and intimacy as well as the
fleeting nature of some of these encounters. However, communitas does not fully
explain the range and complexity of the relationships described within my interview
data. Aspects such as the unwritten code of conduct that appears to exist cross
generationally and the tensions that Rich’s story encapsulates deserve further

investigation.

4.3.2 The Medicalization of Labour and Birth

Another strong theme that emerged out of my research data, experienced and
dealt with in a variety of different ways by each of the women | spoke to, was the
way in which they felt that the natural process of labour and birth had become
overly medicalized. In this section, | will use van Gennep and Turner’s theories
surrounding a rite of passage to explore this phenomenon and the women'’s
experiences of it in order to provide a grounding to explain the nature of some of

the rituals that the women created for themselves.
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One way in which the women expressed their feelings about the medicalization of
their birthing experience was by describing fear. In recounting the birth of her first
child in hospital, Jemma stated emphatically; “I will never face anything that

frightening again” (Interview, 25 May 2007). Similarly, Ali talked about her fears in

relation to the birth of her first child, recalling:

| was scared because | knew my mother really just had
hated childbirth [in hospital] and that her memories of it
are all just so full of tears and fears and feeling out of
control. And not having her glasses on, and being on her
back (Interview, 19 November 2010).
Ali went on to explain, “l wasn’t scared of the breech [having a breech baby]. | just

didn’t want to go into hospital”.

Feelings about the medicalization of her experience were expressed in a different
way by Miranda, who described it as “heart-breaking” when she found one of the
babies that she had miscarried referred to in her notes as a “product of
conception”, and the procedure to remove the baby from her body as “the

evacuation of the products of conception” (Interview, 6 March 2012).

In another permutation, in a poem that Elaine had written about her daughter’s
birth, she describes showing her baby the mountains beyond her ward’s windows
and contrasts the beauty and power of the human experience of birth with the
“harsh light of the hospital” and her “antiseptic surroundings” (Personal

communication, 11 March 2009).

It was not that the women were ungrateful for the medical care that they had
received, and a number of them mentioned feeling very lucky, in comparison to
women in other countries or of previous generations. However, at the same time
they expressed a palpable frustration with what often seemed to have been the

overly medicalized nature of their birthing experience. As Monica explained:

it just seemed as though everything was going to be
medical ... I’'m blessed by me and my baby not dying in
childbirth, like in the old days, but | just really wanted
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there to be a different kind of labouring and birth ... that

was proper midwives, that was community wisdom and

that was much more related to humanising ... celebrating

the strangeness of it really ... just the real hotchpotch mix

(Interview, 17 August 2009).
The issues around the medicalization of childbirth are not new. Rich (1977)
incorporated a history of childbirth practices through the centuries in her book,
highlighting the ways in which power and patriarchy have negatively influenced
procedures and understandings. The following year Mary Daly published
Gyn/Ecology, in which she wrote: “Many feminists have noted the significance of
the fact that the massacre of the wise women / healers during the witchcraze was

followed by the rise of man-midwives who eventually became dignified by the

name ‘gynaecologist’” (1978, p. 224).

More recently, Robbie Davis-Floyd has likened the medicalization of birth in
America to a new rite of passage (2003), through which society imparts its values
onto women. This is a value system which, she argues, celebrates science and
technology at the mother’s expense. Using the model of a rite of passage, she likens
a mother’s openness during labour to the receptiveness of army recruits or tribal

initiates after an ordeal, explaining:

The natural rhythmicity, intensification, and emotionality
of the labor process is enough all by itself to put the
labouring woman in a far more intensely affective state
than all but the most gruelling male initiation rites can
produce. As those critical hours of transition and
transformation open both her cervix and category
system, they render the becoming mother far more
receptive to new messages than she will be before or
after the birth (2003, p. 39).

This observation resonates with some of my research participants experiences, one
of whom described feeling like “a vehicle” (Interview, 25 May 2007) with another
woman explaining that she remembered very little of her birthing because she was

“out of it” on medication (Interview, 10 May 2010).
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In the course of her book, Davis-Floyd carefully lays out the ways in which the
hospital system in the West has replaced traditional rites of passage; where Doctors
have become the Elders and medicine and technology have replaced human

wisdom and the ability to know and trust our own bodies.

According to van Gennep and Turner’s model, ritual humiliation plays a central role
in a traditional rite of passage because by overcoming the ordeal, initiates become
equipped and strengthened to face the challenges of their new role. This reflects
the natural process of labour, when a mother can be seen to be undergoing
humiliation in the form of nakedness and by following her body’s natural rhythms.
In contrast, the involuntary humiliation that some of the women experienced
through an overly medicalized birth can have the effect of undermining their belief
in their own abilities, by communicating that they were unable to birth without

medical intervention.

The repercussions of this have been observed by Thelma Aldcroft from her
experience as a health visitor and Relate counsellor who writes that the
consequences of an overly medicalized birthing experience often have the effect of
“undermin[ing] women'’s self-esteem” (1993, p. 182) that can have long term

effects both on her and her relationships with those around her.

This was certainly my experience. | hated being spoken to through my open legs as |
was lying on my back. In hospital | felt completely isolated and utterly foolish. | was
referred to by one nurse as “the woman with the low pain threshold” rather than by
my name and | was acutely aware that | had been unable to birth my own children. |
later wrote; “In hospital, | didn’t become a mother, | became a patient. Any sense of
confidence | had had from my long and healthy pregnancy was completely eroded

by the time the children arrived” (Journal entry, 6 June 2010).

Along similar lines, Grimes points out that; “For the past two centuries we have
worried more about the damage done by tradition than about the destruction
wrought by science” (2000, p. 34). However, in critiquing the existing system, Davis-

Floyd is careful not to advocate a single solution. In the preface to the second
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edition of her book she explains; “Some women choose highly technocratic births
and others choose to birth at home, but women universally desire humanistic care

that is respectful, compassionate, and relationship-centred” (2003, p. xii).

In the same way, it would be inaccurate for me to suggest that there was any form
of consensus amongst my research participants about the best way to birth, and the
circumstances for some simply did not allow a choice. What became clear within my
data however was the way in which many of the women’s rituals sought to
humanize their birthing experiences and create space for their spirituality to find
expression; neither of which easily found an outlet within the hospital environment

at the time of birthing, in the experience of the women | interviewed.

Rather than thinking of the women'’s ritualizing as niceties, | would therefore argue
that some of the moments or events described were instrumental in dealing with
the medicalization of the birthing process that the women either feared or
experienced. Showing her daughter the mountains for example, which was depicted
by Elaine in her poem, can be seen as an effort to humanize her experience of the
hospital. Similarly, Edna’s creation of a ritual, one year after her birthing was an
attempt to recover from her ordeal. The nature of the women’s space making also
relates to their attempts to minimise the impact of hospital procedures and
protocols and find expression for their spirituality, which | will describe in more

detail in chapter 7.

4.3.3 The Importance of Support and Journaling

As previously mentioned, van Gennep’s model has been used across a wide variety
of disciplines. In this section | want to use a critique of his hypothesis that has arisen
out of the way in which the rites of passage theory has been applied in the context
of coming-of-age outdoor education programmes. The critique recognises some of
the differences in social context between the communities that were the focus of

van Gennep’s initial study and modern day societies.
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In doing so the importance of two features: ongoing support and the benefit of
journaling were highlighted as crucial factors for an individual in the successful
navigation and completion of a modern day rite of passage. By exploring the
differences between social contexts in relation to my own research, | hope to be
able to explain some of the reasons why these two features also emerged as
important themes within the women’s stories. Although | have already mentioned
that relationships was a strong theme in my research data it is the important role of

support within them that will be my focus in this section.

The model of a rite of passage has become a popular tool, particularly in North
America, for coming-of-age programmes, because of the many structural
similarities that appear to exist between a typical outdoor adventure trip and the

first two stages of van Gennep's theory (Bell, B., 2003).

Young people, for example, are separated from their community and taken to a
new environment where they face challenges during which the rules and coping
mechanisms from their previous roles no longer apply. As Myerhoff illustrates:
“When the initiate is stripped of all that he/she knows and understands — the
sources of knowledge of self and society — he/she is likely to develop a freer, deeper

understanding of the system from which he/she has been removed” (1982, p. 117).

It has been suggested however that there is a dissonance in the third phase because
of some of the differences between the traditional societies which were van
Gennep’s focus and contemporary western culture. Cushing (1999) highlights the
important role that the community plays not only in welcoming an individual back,

but also in exerting pressure on them to adopt and fulfil their new role.

There is clearly a contrast between a community which has been built on years of
tradition and reinforcement, creating a cultural consensus regarding what is
expected from an initiate and a modern day pluralistic society in which role diversity
and choice are, relatively speaking, more valued. It would be disingenuous for an
education programme to suggest that it offers people the opportunity and freedom

to become more fully themselves while at the same time channelling individuals
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into preconceived moulds. Cushing argues that even with the new knowledge of an
individual, the social pressure of their community must work alongside them for

their transformation into a new role to be sustained.

The same danger of trying to transpose van Gennep’s model onto contemporary
western culture is also clearly relevant to my own research data. Unlike the
traditional communities that were the focus of van Gennep’s study, in which a
mother’s role and position would have been clearly defined and understood,
motherhood within contemporary western society has many more choices

associated with it.

The women | spoke to all varied, both in terms of the way they had chosen to birth
and their approach to motherhood. Some for example had chosen to carry on
working after the birth, others had decided to give up paid employment, with
others feeling that they had no choice for financial reasons and needed to go back
soon after the baby was born. Similarly, the women were often able to exercise
choice in the way that they wanted to birth, whether in a hospital or home based,

midwife or doula assisted.

Amidst this diversity however, the women also talked about tensions and

ambiguities. Recalling her early days of motherhood, Edna said:

[My family] had never experienced anything like it [what
we were going through] ... my sister would say: ‘Well, why
can’t you breastfeed?’ and, you know: ‘Why are you
doing it so strangely?’ ... I'd been to a breastfeeding clinic,
but my Mum was like, ‘That’s so weird’ (Interview, 19
November 2010).

In another example, Elaine expressed frustration at the way in which society

seemed to treat her as a pregnant woman, saying;

I loved being pregnant and had a healthy experience ...
but | was incensed that society — offering maternity
clothes with ruffles and frills — tried to infantilise me, at
what | felt to be the most powerful time in my life
(Personal communication, 11 March 2009).
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So, through the women’s apparent freedom they also experienced resistance and
tensions during their transition into motherhood, in Edna’s case, with members of
her own family and for Elaine, from society in general. This lack of community
consensus not only marks a difference between the women’s experience of
transition and van Gennep’s model, but also according to Cushing, without social

support a woman’s transformation into motherhood is far harder to sustain.

Although a change has clearly occurred with or without this support, the tensions
and resistance that these two examples illustrate have the potential to undermine a
new mother’s confidence, let alone her ability to do things differently or reimagine
motherhood for herself. This excerpt from Edna’s initial response to my

questionnaire certainly seems to support this theory:

if | were suddenly to have announced that | were to do a

personal ... ritual then others would just think me weird ...

However, were ritual a part of everyday life then | think

my experiences may not have been so negative because

they would have been celebrated/valued/respected

(Personal communication, 15 March 2010).
Interestingly, rather than rejecting van Gennep’s theory as a model that can be
transposed into a modern day context, Cushing (1998, p. 12) suggests six ideas that
might enable a more successful transformation in the context of outdoor education.
Of these six, it is pertinent to this study to note that she highlights the importance
of long term support for individuals who have just undergone a transformative

experience, and advocates journal writing as a channel through which participants

can express and reflect upon their story.

As | have already intimated these two features were both common within the
women’s stories and ritualizing. With regards to journal writing, half of the women
in my research sample talked about the importance to them of keeping a journal
during their transition into motherhood. For some, it was a means of recording
events and feelings whilst for others it acted as a tool to reflect upon and work

through some of the more challenging elements of their experience.
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The other theme from Cushing’s critique that | want to highlight is the importance
of ongoing support for an individual. The apparent choices and underlying tensions
that | have already mentioned as being part of many women’s experience led to
some of my research participants creating rituals for themselves that created and

strengthened a support network around them.

Three of the women for example chose to hold an event prior to their birthing to
which they invited women who were already close to them. These events, which |
refer to later as Mother Blessings, had the dual role of not only helping the
mothers-to-be to prepare for the challenges ahead but also to foster a support

network.

Another important source of support that was mentioned came from people whose
services some of the women had employed such as doulas, homeopaths and
acupuncturists. Although each of these people had particular skills, my impression
was that part of their role, and their importance during the transition, came from
the care and support that they offered to my interviewees as women, rather than
as a vehicle for the baby. In describing her relationship with her homeopath and the
role she played, for example, Ruth said that she was a “guide through the desert”

and a “great healer” (Interview, 10 May 2010).

The continuity of support was mentioned as a factor that was perceived to be
missing within modern day maternity services and was often exacerbated by the
fact that most of the women in my study no longer lived close to any family support
network. The women who were invited to the Mother Blessings all had long
established relationships to the mothers-to-be, but often doulas, homeopaths and

acupuncturists were described in this way too. For example, Ali explained:

my doula, I’'m sure, was a central part of why my births
were safe, because she knew me ... | had to talk about my
bum eternally with the doula you know and | couldn’t
have done it with - she’d known me for years, so she was
able to just hold me and stroke me, whilst | was
experiencing this, just awful pain (Interview, 19
November 2010).
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In spite of the fact that it is well documented that the continuity of care and support
is important for new mothers in terms of their postnatal health (Wray, 2011,
Oakley, 1986) | would argue from my own experience and from my research data
that this is not routinely the case. Those who chose to employ the services of others
or who sought to create communities of support around themselves did so to
supplement the services of the midwives whose training and focus is on the medical
aspects of birth and whose shift patterns do not always allow them to establish

strong relationships with the women in their care.

In conclusion, the nature of the support with which eight of the ten women |
interviewed sought to surround themselves with during their transition into
motherhood can be characterised in terms of trust and continuity, which echoes the
kind of support that Cushing advocates. Half of the women also talked about the
important role that journaling played in recording and working through the changes
that their experience entailed. Thus Cushing’s critique of van Gennep’s theory has
helped me to highlight two more common features within the women'’s ritualising,

as well as enabling me to explain some of the reasons behind them.

4.3.4 Is Labour an Experience of Status Reversal?

In the previous section | explored some of the problems associated with trying to
transpose van Gennep’s model onto contemporary situations. | now want to focus
on a weakness inherent within the theory itself which, as in the first section when |

focused on relationships, relates to the gender bias of his work.

The issue arises from van Gennep’s claim that his threefold system can be
universally applied. Indeed, Grimes suggests that van Gennep made a serious
mistake in using initiation as the model for all other rites of passage, and by using

male initiations as the model for all initiations (2000).

Having said that, a number of researchers have used the basic threefold structure of
his model whilst also highlighting the gender bias of his work. Rita Gross for

example, in her analysis of Aboriginal women'’s initiation describes the three phases
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in terms of withdrawal, seclusion and return (1980, p. 280). Nicola Slee in her
research on women’s faith development outlines a process of alienation, awakening
and relationality (2004). Similarly, Bruce Lincoln’s analysis of women’s initiation
rites across five cultures describes the process in terms of enclosure,

metamorphosis and emergence (1981, p. 101).

In fact, rather than dismissing van Gennep’s theory altogether due to its gender
bias, | want to draw on Caroline Walker Bynum’s gender critique of his work (1992),
and more particularly Turner’s development of it in order to explore a further

dimension of my research data.

Walker Bynum is a historian of religion and her critique arises out of her work on
medieval women saints and mystics. Although she accepts that Turner looks
extensively and with great subtlety at women’s lives and rituals in both his theory
and fieldwork, she states that it is his inability to also be able to stand with women

that leads him to make inaccurate assumptions about their experiences.

Her critique centres on van Gennep’s concept of liminality, within which Turner
suggested that images of status reversal play a central part (1995). Walker Bynum
cites the example of Francis of Assisi whose life story as told by the biographer
Bonaventure conforms to this model, whereby at key moments of crisis such as
conversion and death he adopts images of poverty, nudity, weakness and
femaleness. Walker Bynum claims that Turner’s mistake was to assume that the

opposite was therefore true for women;

when Turner attempts to stand with the inferior
[women], he assumes symmetry — that is, he assumes
that the inferior are exactly the reverse of the superior
[men)]. If the superior in society generate images of
lowliness in liminality, the inferior will generate images of
power (1992, p. 33).

By attempting to stand with women and look at how their stories really work,
Walker Bynum recognises that they were less likely to use images of gender

reversal, and that they, “could not take off their clothes and walk away from their
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fathers or husbands, as Francis did. Simple social facts meant that most women’s

dramas were incomplete” (1992, p. 43).

In a more general point she goes on to state that images generated by inferior
groups, not just women, are usually not reversals of status at all but involve a
different ordering of society in which hierarchies are abolished, and the imagery is

not that of humiliation and triumph, but struggle (1992, p. 34).

Clearly the historical context of the two groups of women is very different, and
Walker Bynum is careful not to suggest that her own findings should be understood
to apply to all women. However, in relation to my own data her critique of Turner
highlights an important issue, even though at first glance, my data seems to

acquiesce to Turner’s theory more than to Walker Bynum'’s critique.

A woman'’s experience of natural childbirth at one level involves elements of
Turner’s so called status reversal during the liminal phase as | have already
mentioned. Elaine for example, recalled in her journal that during labour “I had
pushed off all my clothing, except socks” (Journal entry, transcribed). Of the same
experience, a close friend who had been there as a birth coach wrote in her own
journal, “Elaine looked like a Mythological Beast with 2 heads; each moving

independent of the other” (Journal entry, transcribed).

Although the first reference to nudity seems to mirror the concept of status reversal
during the liminal phase, which in this case is the experience of labour, Turner
actually suggested that a woman’s experience would be the opposite to that of a
man’s. Having said that, neither Elaine nor her friend would have considered
themselves to be inferior to men. They were both highly paid, professional women,
whose social position and expectations would have been very different to the

women of Walker Bynum'’s study.

It could then be argued that contemporary women of high status mirror the status
reversal of men during life crisis transitions, but this example from my data suggests

a further complication. The image of a labouring woman as some kind of mythical
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creature is both a status demotion and an elevation. In other words she becomes
beastlike as opposed to human which suggests a status demotion, as does her
nudity, whilst at the same time reminding the onlooker of mythological power,

which could be interpreted as status elevation.

Rather than one or the other then, this image can be more accurately interpreted as
a depiction of struggle as Walker Bynum suggests is common amongst inferior
groups in which the idea of hierarchy is rejected and polarities become intertwined.
This is also a common feature of feminist thought, which both of these women
would identify with. Based on the stories of natural labour that | have heard as part
of this research, | would argue that the concept of struggle is more reflective of a
woman’s experience of natural labour than the idea of a status reversal in either

direction.

This example, coupled with Walker Bynum'’s critique, raises important questions
about: Turner’s assumption of symmetry; the impact that changes in a woman’s
social status can have upon our understanding of van Gennep’s model; and what
we think of as status reversal. However, for the purposes of this study, | want to
affirm the image of struggle in relation to a natural labour and suggest that it is only
because of the involvement of outside agencies, such as certain medical
interventions, as described in the previous section, that the women in my study

talked explicitly about their experience in terms of a reversal of status.

A second useful observation that Walker Bynum makes with regards to my own
study is that based on the lives of the women in her research, their experience of
transition was often about becoming more fully themselves rather than status
(1992, p. 50). This offers a very different trajectory through which to think about a
woman’s transition into motherhood which | will explore more fully in the final

section of this chapter.

Before | leave the theme of status however, | want to examine its role in the third
and final phase of van Gennep’s three fold model. In other words, rather than

simply moving on to talk about the women’s transition into motherhood in terms of
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‘becoming more fully oneself’, | want to question whether the concept of status
does play a part in a woman’s experience of the final phase of transition, and if so,

what impact that has on her sense of identity.

4.3.5 The Role of Status and Identity in a Woman’s Rite of Passage

into Motherhood

According to van Gennep’s model, a change of identity is an intrinsic feature of the
third and final phase of transition within an individual’s rite of passage. The boys of
Turner’s fieldwork for example, are believed by the Ndembu people to have
become men, which is understood not only in terms of an elevation of status but
also as a transformation of identity. Before | discuss the concept of a change of
identity however, | want to establish whether the women in my research sample
experienced their final phase of transition into motherhood as an elevation or

demotion of status.

At one level, | would argue that motherhood is understood within our society to be
an elevation of status. In my interview with Miranda for example, she talked about
her discomfort when people asked her how many children she has. She explained:
“I'always say, ‘l could only have one’ ... otherwise | feel that people are saying, ‘Why
didn’t she have more?’ They start to judge you, or imagine why” (Interview, 6
March 2012). Certainly the pain of Miranda’s story in which she recounted a string
of miscarriages is an illustration of the yearning that women often experience in
order to have children and in some cases the lengths to which people will go to

make it possible.

It is also the case that the majority of the women in my study chose to become
pregnant and those who did not, chose to keep the baby. This element of choice
coupled with the sense that to become a mother is the normal thing to do after a
certain age, and have more than one child, helps to illustrate why at one level

becoming a mother is regarded as an elevation of status.
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On the other hand however, | think that a gulf exists between this perception and
the reality of how it can feel to become a mother, particularly within the early phase
of this transition. From a personal point of view for example this was a period in
which | swapped my ‘status’ as the minister of three churches to that of a stay-at-
home-mum. When | was asked, ‘What do you do?’ | found myself replying in the

past tense; ‘l used to be a minister.’

It was also a phase during which | lost my financial independence, experienced
extreme tiredness and spent my time trying to create some semblance of routine
out of the 24/7 demands for food, immediate attention and a change of nappies. In
order to substantiate these claims however, | want to draw on three examples from

my research data and wider reading.

The first point that | want to mention is the mundane and often unpleasant nature
of the jobs that are an intrinsic part of early motherhood, which was brilliantly
illustrated by Jemma in a speech at her daughter’s Naming Ceremony. Jemma used
the template of a popular children’s book, The Very Hungry Caterpillar (Carle, 1969)

to describe her experiences:

On Saturday she had ... one punch in the face from her

[toddler] son, two piles of baby vomit to clear up, one

episode of the Tweenies, followed by a screaming fit

because she turned the telly off, three spoons of sweet

potato in her hair, and one hour of teething and half a

poo in the potty, the other half deposited in the middle of

the living room floor. Later on she had one row with her

husband, no time to herself, and two rather large glasses

of white wine (Transcript of ceremony, 5 July 2007).
Although Jemma portrays her experiences in a humorous way it is the relentless
nature of these tasks that makes some of the realities of early motherhood feel less
like an elevation of status. In addition, for some of the women | interviewed there
was a stark contrast between the status and control of their previous employment
and the relative chaos of bringing up young children. Based on her interviews with

seventeen women during the first seven months following birth, Julie Wray, who is

a senior lecturer in midwifery, reported that women experience the realities of
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motherhood in a number of ways including “mundane and boring” as well as

“frustrating and unpredictable” (2011, p. 188).

A second feature of Jemma’s characterization of life as the mother of young
children is implied in her mention of having ‘one row with her husband’. Again,
tensions in relationships, particularly with partners was also a common feature in
Wray’s findings, in which she mentions the women in her study making
comparisons between their lives and that of their partner’s in terms of workload,

loss of freedoms and levels of tiredness (2011, p. 193).

At a personal level | know that this was also a common and emotive topic amongst
the women | regularly met up with when my own children were small. Similarly,
from my research data, Maria mimicked a typical conversation between her and her

husband;

‘I'm more tired than you are’ and, (she laughs) ‘I’'m doing

more than you are’ and ‘I’m more tired than you are’... ‘|

haven’t eaten!” ‘I haven’t eaten.” ‘l haven’t had a shower

yet!’ ... | feel like I’'ve recovered from that now ... |

thought for years that having children would be easy, but

it’s hard ... [I] was very conscious of saving our

relationship (Interview, 6 June 2012).
The third and final theme that | want to highlight from my research data is the
ongoing health concerns that the women described having during this time.
Research shows that health problems for women after birth are very common,
persist over time and tend to go unrecognised (Albers, 2000). Explaining exactly
why this is the case lies beyond the scope of this study, but one of the factors that

has become clear to me is precisely to do with the gulf that | have suggested exists

between society’s perceptions and the reality of early motherhood.

Edna, for example, described to me how she had breastfed her daughter for the
first year in spite of the fact that this had caused Edna immense pain and seems to
have played a part in the ongoing health problems of both her and her daughter. In

trying to explain her determination at the time to breastfeed, Edna said that she
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was exhausted and so couldn’t think clearly, and that it helped her to feel that she
had an element of control in a situation in which she felt largely helpless. She also
said: “When | think back to that time, | think, what an idiot | was ... but | really

wanted to be a proper mum” (Interview, 19 November 2010).

In other words, on top of the tiredness she felt and the sense that she was not in
control, Edna clearly equated the ability to breastfeed with being a ‘proper’ mum.
Rather than asking for help however, Edna explained: “I felt like, I've had this baby,
this is my fault, | made this choice to do it. | can’t expect the rest of the world to

revolve around me ... it was absolute hell”.

Similarly, Ward and Mitchell, who conducted focus groups with forty nine mothers
reported that some of the women were unable to talk about their feelings for fear
of being judged negatively (2004). Based on my research data | want to suggest that
the gulf that exists between perception and reality forces many women to keep

quiet about the problems they are facing, which in turn affects their mental health.

Interestingly, although none of the women in my research sample were officially
diagnosed with any form of mental illness at the time, six of the ten women |
interviewed mentioned concerns about the state of their mental health during their
transition into motherhood. Due to the particularly sensitive nature of this issue |
have chosen not to use any of the women’s names or pseudonyms, but the excerpts

below help to illustrate my point:

“l was kind of a bad omen”

“The experience was devastating and | thought myself
close to mental illness at the time.”

“l was just paranoid, obsessively paranoid.”

“It was about survival, about recovering my mental
health.”

“I definitely had bouts of depression.”
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“It led to feelings of self-harm and desperate self-hatred
and failure.”

| have used three examples drawn from my research data to illustrate the way in
which the realities of early motherhood often do not feel like an elevation of status,
although I acknowledge that society’s perceptions of the role should not be
underestimated. Rather, instead of motherhood being a straightforward change in
status as van Gennep’s model suggests a great deal of ambiguity surrounds the role,

through which women often feel tensions and frustration.

Although not in direct relation to the theme of status or the model of a rite of
passage, this issue was first highlighted by Oakley (1980) when she pointed out that
it was unusual, particularly for first time mothers, to easily adapt to their new role.
Since then other research (focusing, as Oakley did, on listening to mothers

themselves) has confirmed her findings.

For example, Choi et al (2005, p. 168) argued that “it is hardly surprising that some
degree of unhappiness and negative feelings occur” when women’s expectations of
motherhood contrast so starkly with reality. Oakley and Choi’s insights, and the
three examples from my own data, reinforce my argument that the ambiguous
status of motherhood negatively affects the way in which women are able to

embrace their new identities as mothers.

In a final section, before | explore an alternative to van Gennep’s model, | want to
introduce five other factors that create added pressures on women, and thus serve
to complicate their transition into motherhood. They include: Celebrity Mums;
Machine Moms; Intensive Mothering, the concept that it is possible to Bounce Back
quickly after childbirth and Stereotypes. | will argue that these can not only
culminate in widening the gulf between women’s perceptions and the realities of
early motherhood but they can also have an effect on their new identity as

mothers.
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4.3.6 Five Contemporary Motherhood Myths

Four of the influences that | have just mentioned can be characterized as unrealistic

standards of motherhood, as Caroline Gatrell observes:

Despite the fact that increasing numbers of professional

women are returning to work while their children are still

babies, the standards by which these women are

measured (and by which they measure themselves) in

relation to ‘good’ mothering are higher than ever before

(2005, p. 61).
Although Gatrell’s focus is on working mums, three of the four influences that |
want to mention are not limited to this group. The first is a case in point, and arises
out of the carefully packaged fantasies of the Celebrity Mum created by the media.
Within these portrayals women appear to ‘have it all’ in terms of having angelic
children, a fulfilling job, plenty of money, the perfect figure and a wonderful
partner. Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels have analysed thirty years of media

images in the US to show how the idealisation of motherhood has served to

undermine women. In relation to the Celebrity Mum phenomenon, they write:

Rising out of the ashes of feminism, and repudiating its
critique of the narrow confines of middle-class
motherhood, the celebrity mom profile was an absolutely
crucial tool in the media construction of maternal guilt
and insecurity, as well as the romanticizing of
motherhood, in the 1980s and beyond (2004, p. 113).

Even if women don’t choose to buy magazines, these headlines and photographs
are prolific across the television, social media and internet. The collage of idealism
that a Celebrity Mum profile promotes is a long way from the reality of most
mothers’ experience of early nursing. As Wray commented in relation to her own

findings:

| received plenty of comments about celebrity mothers
and the media frenzy directed in particular at Victoria
Beckham. On the one level some women talked about
how media portrayals of motherhood were disconnected
from the real world and reality ... Ironically, such talk
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often extended into issues about body image and weight

loss (2011, p. 185).
In 2010 a survey across the UK of 6,226 mothers’ experiences of weight
management, healthy eating and obesity issues highlighted the existence of intense
pressure on mothers from media coverage of “svelte celebrities” to lose their post-

pregnancy baby weight (Netmums and RCM, 2010).

The second factor that | want to highlight relates more specifically to women who
return to work after the birth of their baby. In her book, Misconceptions, Naomi
Wolf focuses on the world of work, where she describes the phenomenon of the
‘Machine Mom’ who is “the ideal of the superfunctional mother/worker, who is
able to work at top capacity up to the due date, takes one to three months off to
deliver, nurture and bond, finds top-notch child care, and returns to work” (2002, p.

194).

This unrealistic ‘ideal’ has emerged, she suggests, in part from the egalitarian
language of second wave feminism that often insisted that women could do the job

just like men. Thus, she argues that working women have found themselves;

covertly coerced ... to delegate the details of pregnancy,
birth and early motherhood to some offstage setting — as
if all this were some messy, slightly alarming private
hobby, like taxidermy or beekeeping, to be dealt with
strictly in one’s off hours and kept politely out of the field
of vision of clients and co-workers (2002, pp. 194-5).

The pressures of work and home life are thus further compounded by the

compulsion to maintain the illusion that you can cope.

The third pressure is often referred to within the literature as Intensive Mothering
(Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Hays, 1998) which, Stone argues, has evolved out of;
“the parenting industry: the complex of institutions for monitoring, assessing, and
intervening into the behavior of parents and the development of children, staffed
by health workers, therapists, and childcare and parenting professionals and

experts” (Stone, 2012, p. 17).
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Notwithstanding the fact that this industry is aimed at parents, because in the
majority of families it is women rather than men who retain the primary
responsibility for childcare, this focus and burden usually resides with the mother.
Thus, whether or not a mother works, pressures exists upon her to keep ‘her’

children safe, happy, intellectually challenged and healthy at all times.

The final standard relates to a woman’s ability to Bounce Back after childbirth. This
was the focus of Wray’s PhD, in which she concluded that women experience a

trajectory of recovery;

however the time span was much longer than that cited

within professional literature and policy documents ... the

notion of full recovery and return to the prepregnant

state by six weeks was considered to be a fantasy and

was disconnected from how these women experienced

recovery (2011, p. 122).
Based on what the women said and felt rather than ‘expert’ opinion, Wray
concluded that by seven months, the women she interviewed without exception
felt that they had bounced back or were well on the way to moving forward. She
also observed that the women tended to judge their sense of recovery in terms of

beginning to have enough “me time” to look after themselves as well as their baby

and of being in control (2011, p. 175).

So far | have established that the women within my research sample experienced
ambiguity in relation to the status of motherhood and that other factors exist which
serve to further complicate this transition by creating unrealistic standards by which
women are judged and often judge themselves. The fifth pressure that | want to
focus on relates to Stereotypes and was mentioned by Jemma in terms of her fear
of being “forced into mother stereotypes” (Interview, 25 May 2007). Later she

added:

| think that one of the most terrifying things for me is
suddenly, this is it! My life is over! And now I’'m going to
watch my children do things ... it’s all finished for me ...
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I’'ve had my kids and I’m done. I've missed my chance at

life and | have real depressions about that.
In these examples, Jemma not only struggles with the Stereotypes of motherhood
that she fears being squashed into, but she also describes her fear of another
stereotype which suggests that once a woman has had a child, her life is over. This
theme is examined by Alison Stone who has written about the relationship between
subjectivity and the maternal body. Stone argues that in western civilization there
has been a persistent tendency to assume that in order to become a true individual,
a person must separate themselves from their mother, and thus: “She is seen as the
figure whom one must leave behind, and hence she is assumed to be the
background to the selfhood of others but not herself a self or (in modernity) a

subject” (2012, p. 11).

So, alongside the temporary loss of freedom that usually accompanies the birth of a
child, Stone explains some of the background to Jemma'’s fear of her life being over.
Stone goes on to suggest that this same assumption leads many so-called experts to
fail to treat mothers as subjects in their own right, whilst also expecting mothers

themselves not to feel that they are subjects.

This links back to the point | made earlier about women feeling unable to share any
of the challenges that they face on becoming mothers for fear of being judged.
Stone explains that these are not logically coherent arguments but rather a web of
associations that have filtered down and are now an intrinsic part of our culture

that affect the way that we think.

In conclusion, | have used the model of a rite of passage as a lens through which to
explore the themes of relationship and status that emerged in a variety of different
ways from my research data. | have also introduced five additional pressures, that |
have dubbed ‘motherhood myths’, which | have argued further serve to complicate
a woman'’s transition into motherhood, and go on to affect her ability to easily

adopt her new identity. These themes help to explain the background out of which

the women'’s rituals emerged.
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However, there were also times in which the model of a rite of passage did not
accurately reflect my data and so | want to conclude this chapter by introducing a
slightly different pattern, based on my interview data, which tries to reflect the
experiences of the women’s transition more accurately, as well as incorporate some

of the ambiguities that | have highlighted.

4.4 Beyond van Gennep and Turner — A Model Reflecting Women’s

Experience of Pregnancy, Childbirth and The Early Years

In this chapter | have considered the journey into motherhood as a rite of passage,
in part to reinforce the fact that childbirth involves an important transition for a
woman as well as for a child. In this final section | want to introduce and explore a
slightly different pattern that is more inclusive of diversity and more in keeping with
the recurring pattern of a woman’s emotional journey through motherhood that |
have observed. Rather than a threefold model, | have chosen to explore a fourfold

sequence based on the pattern of the seasons.

Exploring the connections between women’s bodies and nature is not a new idea
within feminist writing, although it is not without controversy. Some believe that
celebrating the connections between the two reinforces traditional stereotypes
within patriarchal oppression, in which women have been associated with the body
and nature in contrast to men who have been thought of in terms of culture, the

spirit and transcendence (Ortner, 1974).

However, whilst recognizing this history, others have also suggested that women’s
connectedness to nature can be an important source of power and insight. Rich for
example wrote: “Patriarchal thought has limited female biology to its own narrow
specifications. The feminist vision has recoiled from female biology for these
reasons; it will, | believe, come to view our physicality as a resource, rather than a

destiny” (1977, p. 39).

Similarly, Carol Christ writes;
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It seems to me that women must positively name the

power that resides in their bodies and their sense of

closeness to nature and use this new naming to transform

the pervasive cultural and religious devaluation of nature

and the body (1995, p. 53).
| have been inspired by this writing and vision, and by my own sense that the
connections between women’s stories of birthing and nature are too closely aligned
to ignore. To begin with, as | have already suggested, this can be portrayed through
the fourfold pattern of the seasons, which in turn separates a woman’s experiences
of labour and birth. While the two happen in close proximity to one another, from a
mother’s perspective the challenges of labour are quite different from the moment
of birth. | will describe the nature of each phase of the transition in relation to the

seasons in a moment, but first | want to show how a woman’s experience of

childbirth might be understood in terms of this fourfold pattern.

Throughout this chapter | have used van Gennep’s threefold structure of:

PRELIMINAL LIMINAL POSTLIMINAL

which can also be understood in terms of,

SEPARATION TRANSITION INCORPORATION
or,
PREGNANCY LABOUR & BIRTH EARLY NURSING

By relating the women’s experiences to each of the four seasons, the pattern now

looks like this:
PREGNANCY LABOUR BIRTH
AUTUMN WINTER SPRING

The seasons feature within a wide range of feminist literature such as the way in

which Miriam Therese Winter draws out aspects of the stories of women in the
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Bible through the characteristics of different seasons (1959). In terms of a woman’s
experience of childbirth, | am suggesting that useful connections can be made
between pregnancy and autumn as they are both times of change and letting go.
Likewise labour and winter are periods during which it is necessary to dig deep in

order to survive; times in which we can experience darkness, loss and pain.

We are already familiar with thinking of spring as a time of birth and new
opportunities; with moments of exhilaration and relief as we sense that warmer
weather and lighter days are on their way. Similarly, useful parallels can also be
drawn between summer and the period of early nursing. The intensity of the need
to nurture for example echoes the sometimes overwhelming heat of August. We
also associate the summer with a time of reflection and recuperation; a period in

which we can begin to relax into a different rhythm of being.

| have made these connections based on my own associations with the seasons,
which brings me to the first benefit of this pattern. Unlike van Gennep’s model
which he suggested could be applied universally, irrespective of culture or gender,
the nature of the seasons implies diversity. So, just as people have different views
as to their favourite season, and experience each season in different ways, it is
important to recognise the variations that exists within every women’s experience

of childbirth and motherhood, one from another and from child to child.

Even within my own, small research sample, whilst | have drawn out some common
themes, each story of birthing was unique. Recognising this has important
implications for professionals who work with new mothers as well as mothers
themselves, particularly in terms of making comparisons of what is perceived to be
normal, or with the carefully fabricated media portrayals of Celebrity Mums as
previously mentioned. A pattern through which to understand motherhood that

recognises diversity is therefore important.

Another variation between women’s experiences that is also highlighted through
this model is that the pattern of the seasons that we are familiar with in the

northern hemisphere or in the UK is by no means universal. The stories of the small
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group of women | have interviewed are importantly contextual. The experiences of
women from other social and cultural backgrounds cannot be assumed to be the

same and must also be heard.

Even though, as | have suggested, the women | spoke to faced particular challenges
they can also be understood to be in a relatively privileged position in comparison
to others. Changes in women’s working practices alongside the introduction of the
pill” are both examples of the way in which more choice and opportunities are now
available to an increased number of women compared to those of previous
generations. The pattern of the seasons therefore highlights the important point
that women do not all experience childbirth or the transition into motherhood in

the same way.

A second helpful feature of this pattern is just as there are positive and negative
aspects to each of the seasons, there are good moments and difficulties inherent
within every phase of a woman'’s transition and experience of motherhood. Rather
than thinking in terms of a rite of passage resulting in an elevation of status, this
pattern guides women away from thinking of arriving at a fixed point after which
everything will be wonderful. As Oakley acknowledges, “the dominant ideology ... is
still that ... a good mother is always basically content, and children are, essentially,
wonderful repositories of nothing but joy for those who bear and look after them”

(1986, p. 6).

Rather than wishing away a particular phase of early weaning or yearning for a
moment in the past, the cycle of the seasons encourages women to live in the
moment, recognising the difficulties and benefits of every experience, thus avoiding
the temptation to think in terms of polarities as Rich suggests: “To acknowledge a

cyclic change of aspects ... is to acknowledge that process and continuity embrace

7 The Pill is an oral form of contraception first made available through the National Health Service to women in
1961.
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both positive and negative events — although, as parts of a process, events are less

likely to become stamped as purely ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ (1977, p. 116).

The cyclical nature of the seasons brings me to my third point, because unlike van
Gennep’s linear process, the model of the seasons suggests a cyclical and thus
repetitive pattern which | have argued is more akin to women’s experience of
motherhood. In other words, many of the experiences of later maternity mirror this
same cycle. They may not be felt with the same intensity, but a mother can
experience a similar pattern of emotions at various stages of her child’s

development.

For example, it is usually necessary to plan and make alternative arrangements
towards the end of breastfeeding (autumn). A mother may feel relief, sadness or a
mixture of both as this phase of intimacy passes as well as having to cope with her
child’s reactions to the change (winter). As the routine of breastfeeding is left
behind, new opportunities are embraced as the child begins to drink from a bottle,
is introduced to food and the mother experiences more freedom (spring). The new
opportunities then become part of a normal routine (summer), before the next

process of change begins.

Similarly, as a child goes to school, leaves home, perhaps finds a partner or has their
own children, a similar pattern of emotions can be experienced by the mother. That
is not to imply each phase is the same length as the first time around, or the
second, or every woman experiences each transition in the same way. Rather, as
Figure 1 shows, | am suggesting a similar pattern of emotions can occur, and

repeats throughout the continuum of a child’s development.
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Figure 1: Cycles of Change

The fourth and final point | want to make with regard to the pattern of the seasons
and the way in which it is reflected within women’s transition and experience of
motherhood is the idea of continuity. The belief that it is important for a mother to
let go of her children, particularly if they are male is encapsulated in Freud’s idea of
the Oedipus complex (Freud, 1965) and in spite of widespread critique, this

separation theory is still evident within more contemporary writing (Kristeva, 1996).

Yet Alison Stone suggests a different theory of maternity which includes periods of
sadness and loss, but is also characterised by a relationship of “connection and
differentiation” between mother and child, rather than separation (2012, p. 164).
Like the cycle of the seasons, Stone’s work suggests both continuity and change,
which is important both in terms of encouraging women to embrace their children’s
development and new freedoms whilst at the same time believing that a continuing

relationship is possible.

Clearly, in some people’s experience this process can become broken. Similarly,

social factors can complicate these transitions. However, it is also the case that for
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some women like Jemma who become mothers, thinking that their life is over once
they have children is debilitating. The thought that the relationship has a limited
timespan can also be difficult. A pattern that suggests change and continuity could
therefore be empowering for women as they think about the present as well as the

future both in terms of their lives as women and their role as mothers.

In conclusion, | have used the pattern of the seasons to describe some of the
themes arising from my data that were either hidden or distorted within van
Gennep’s model. It acknowledges the importance of diversity within women’s
experience of childbirth and motherhood and suggests an alternative to thinking in
terms of polarities. It seeks to recognise the repeating pattern of emotions that can
be experienced by a mother during her child’s development whilst also supporting

the view that a continuing, albeit changing relationship is possible.

Importantly it also avoids thinking about motherhood in terms of status and instead
suggests a model which is more about self-discovery: that with the turn of each new
season and the passing of every cycle a woman can learn more about herself, and
thus become more fully herself, in the way that Walker Bynum suggested. This
process of reflection is, | believe, a crucial aspect of any woman’s journey through
motherhood without which a healthy acceptance of her identity as a mother is less
likely. In the following two chapters | will also argue that ritual can play a powerful

role within this process.
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CHAPTER 5: RITUALS

Birth

-

I don’t have a clear memory of the moment of my own children’s birth.
recall the surgeon offering to take photos, but I didn’t really want to
remember it in that way.

That moment was not included in Mary’s story either. We are simply
told that ‘she gave birth to her firstborn son’, but | still think that she
would have experienced it. A moment that was ... overwhelming.

For me, that ‘moment’ came over a week later, when the trials and
pressures of the hospital and trying to breastfeed were behind us, and |
remember walking into the lounge at home and seeing the twins
properly for the first time.

Thankfully, | don’t believe that that moment happens just once. It can
occur again and again as a child grows up. For me, it happens when | sit
beside their beds at night and watch them sleeping. It breaks through in

times of exasperation, when | feel as though | am about to burst, and

then the moment is transformed by a look or a smile, and we end up
laughing. When, on a walk one Sunday, | was showing my daughter Ella
the catkins and pussy willow along the canal bank that my own Mum
had liked so much. Later when we got home, | heard Ella speaking
authoritatively to one of her brothers about fuzzy willow, and it made
me smile, my head suddenly flooded with memories.

To borrow a phrase from D H Lawrence’s poem ‘Shadows’, | find myself
‘dipped again in God".

Indeed, we are told that Mary ‘treasured’ and ‘pondered’ the words of
the shepherds in her heart, just as the women'’s rituals are moments
that they took to ponder, reflect upon and recognise particular times or
encounters.

In my experience, motherhood has not been a permanent state of bliss,
but a journey which has been punctuated by moments such as these.
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5.1 Introduction

In the last chapter, | focused on some of the major themes from my research data in
order to provide an experience based context out of which the women’s rituals
emerged. In this chapter | continue this mapping exercise by outlining the academic
and historical contexts to which these rituals are also related. Firstly however, |

want to re-emphasize three areas | have excluded from this study.

By concentrating specifically on rituals designed to support women, | am
purposefully excluding services of Baptism, Thanksgiving or Dedication that are
currently offered by churches but focus predominantly on the child. Although some
of these liturgies include the mention of parents and wider family they also fail to
differentiate a mother’s transition, whose journey is related but importantly distinct

from that of her partner, existing children or baby.

That being said, | am aware that services such as baptism can play an important role
in establishing and publicly marking the new identity of a mother within her social
networks and wider community. Allison Fenton has recently done research based
on working class women in the North East of England for whom she argues, baptism
is a way of buying social capital. In order to be seen by others to be ‘doing the right
thing’, and thus being a ‘good mother’, she argues that baptisms can help women to
establish their new identities which in turn helps their social standing.® Although
baptisms may be being used in this way however | want to highlight the fact that

they were not originally designed with this intention.

Secondly, | want to reiterate that this study focuses exclusively on a woman’s
transition into motherhood through pregnancy and childbirth. In doing so, |
recognise that there are other journeys into motherhood, such as through
adoption, surrogacy or marriage that are also deep transitional times for women. By
limiting the focus of my research | do not want to give the impression that these

motherhoods are not equally valid or that rituals are not also important within

8 This information is based on a telephone conversation with Allison (27.4.15) whose thesis was due to be
submitted in the summer of 2015.
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these transitions. Rather, | have purposefully restricted my focus in order to create
a rich accumulation of data in the hope that it might provide a wide range of

adaptable resources which can be used in the future to meet a variety of needs.

Lastly, | need to reinforce the point that my primary interest has been to draw
together rituals that support a woman'’s transition into motherhood and thus the
material described within the next two chapters is an intermingling of Christian rites
and traditions alongside other forms of more diverse spirituality. At times this has
created a tension between data and theory or between the original intention of a
ritual and my interpretation of it, but where this is the case | have strived to be

transparent.

With these three provisos in mind | now want to describe the outline of this chapter
which is divided into two sections. The first focuses on the academic field of ritual
studies in order to establish a working definition through which to describe and
categorize my research data. The second section begins with a personal reflection
to illustrate how it felt at the time of my own birthing not to be aware of any
resources to help me to mark or navigate any aspect of my transition. Based on my
subsequent research | then explain some of the reasons for this, followed by an
overview of current related resources, and finally an exploration of some additional
motherhood rituals that | have since discovered. This will help to provide a historical

context through which to situate and analyse my data.

5.2 The Academic Context

5.2.1 Creating a Working Definition

It is difficult to clearly define the word ritual because the term has a range of
meanings depending on the context in which it is used. Colloquially for example
people might use the word to describe something that they do every year, such as
the ritual of putting up stockings on Christmas Eve, or it is used in relation to a
repeated daily activity such as cleaning your teeth. In terms of the former, ritual is

more likely to be seen as something positive and nostalgic, whilst in the latter it is
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used to describe a much more mundane activity. Equally, in my own Free Church
setting, ritual can often be used in a derogatory way to describe something that is

perceived to have lost its meaning.

Within academic scholarship, the notion of ritual first emerged as a formal term of
analysis in the nineteenth century to identify what was believed to be a universal
category of human experience. Since then, many other definitions of ritual have
been developed as a way of analysing religion, society and culture and have

traditionally seen ritual as something that is fixed and formulaic.

In relation to religion, much ritual theory has evolved from the work of Emile
Durkheim (1976) whose model was based on a dualistic understanding in which the
world was divided between the sacred and profane. Within the sacred realm,
religion was seen as a combination of rites and beliefs, with rites understood to be
secondary to beliefs and described more in terms of ways to communicate them,
and thus according to Durkheim: “It is possible to define the rite only after we have
defined the belief” (1976, p. 36). Within this model, whilst belief was seen to be of
primary importance, ritual was understood to play a role in maintaining the status
quo, with its fixed form and repetitious performance ensuring continuity and

stability.

Although many subsequent theories have reinforced the idea that repetition is one
of the defining characteristics of ritual, Stanley Tambiah (1985) does not follow
Durkheim’s suggestion that ritual is secondary to belief. Instead, Tambiah
emphasises the way in which the performance of a ritual can both express and

create meaning, arguing:

when beliefs are taken to be prior to ritual action, the
latter is considered as derivative and secondary, and is
ignored or undervalued in its own right as a medium for
transmitting meanings, constructing social reality, or, for
that matter, creating and bringing to life the cosmological
scheme itself (1985, p. 129).
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Although Tambiah argues that rituals have a role in constructing belief however, he
still maintains the concept that they help to maintain social stability. This is also the
view of Roy Rappaport (1979), although his understanding of ritual also includes the

state of mind of the participants:

He has, so to speak, signalled to himself that he has

imposed a simple yes-no decision upon whatever

ambivalence, fear and doubt he may have been

experiencing. There is nothing for him to do now but to

bring his private processes into accord with the new

public status that follows from his ritual act (1979, p.

185).
So, although Rappaport goes further than the others in recognising a participant’s
state of mind and emotions, he clearly still sees ritual as a vehicle through which
participants are brought together, and through the power of ritual, in spite of their
own views or emotions, eventually conform to the status quo. This definition also

suggests that a ritual is something that is prescribed, rather than created by the

participants.

In relation to these definitions, of the different material that | have found which
focuses specifically on a woman’s rite of passage into motherhood, only the Rite of
Churching, which | explore later in this chapter, can be understood as a ritual. Baby
Showers and Mother Blessings which | also mention are, to the extent that they

exist in the UK at the current time, usually done through choice.

Equally, although common characteristics exist for both events, Baby Showers and
Mother Blessings tend to be by invitation only and created by the participants
themselves. Thus, whilst a mother-to-be might feel obliged to conform to the views
of others, or may experience pressure from some of the motherhood ideals that |

have mentioned in the previous chapter, neither event is prescriptive.

Nor do many of the events that the women described to me during their interviews
fit comfortably within any of the traditional definitions of ritual. Indeed, the women

themselves were often uncomfortable with the word in relation to their own
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experience. One woman | contacted replied by email saying: “I’m sure you can
understand that given [my] particularly tragic circumstances of mothering, there
has been neither ritual or meaning to the whole experience” (Personal
correspondence, 17 August 2012). Twenty minutes later however, she wrote back

saying:

as an afterthought, | suppose you could call a ritual my

seeking out other stories of other mothers with parallel

stories ... and my obsession with the Demeter-

Persephone myth which embodies the pain of separation

between mother and child ... | repeatedly write about the

myth and write poems about.
In this email exchange the woman initially equates ritual with something that is
meaningful and positive and not with her own experience which had been painful

and chaotic. Her first response also reflects the order that is characteristic of the

traditional definitions of ritual that | have outlined above.

Yet she goes on to describe the importance to her of listening to women with
similar stories and exploring ancient myths, and then questions whether this too
can be understood in terms of some form of ritual. Although the woman declined to
be interviewed, | believe her responses in themselves are interesting because they
encapsulate both a traditional understanding of what a ritual is, as well as the

possibility that the term might also embrace other forms of activity.

This ambiguity is also reflected in another response from a woman whom | did go
on to interview. Edna replied positively to my initial questionnaire which asked if
anyone had experienced a ritual in relation to motherhood, recounting a story of an
event that she had created for herself and yet in her interview she said: “l have so
little experience of ritual. | would not have known how to start creating one of my
own” (Interview, 19 November 2010). Although this later comment reflects a more
traditional understanding, Edna’s positive response to my initial enquiry suggests
that she was also open to the possibility that rituals can be understood in different

ways.
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Indeed, there are other definitions that provide a more helpful framework for
exploring the activities of the women | interviewed. This is important precisely
because many of the women did not comfortably recognise what they had done as
a ritual. In fact, some of the women had never mentioned what they had done to
anyone else and often tried to dismiss it as something trivial, even when it had been

significant for them.

After | had sent one woman the transcript of her interview, for example, she wrote
back saying: “I’'m glad you appreciated my contribution, it didn’t seem like much”
(Personal correspondence, 23 February 2010). Thus, although the word ritual was
sometimes a stumbling block, and possibly prevented some women from
recognising that their experience was relevant to my research and coming forward,
I also know that the importance of recognising and naming women’s experience has

been well documented by feminists (Christ & Plaskow, 1992, p. 7).

I am also conscious of the fact that the empowerment of women is considered to
be an important principle that helps to characterize a piece of research as feminist
(Slee, 2004). So although many of the women themselves may not have recognised
what they did in terms of a ritual, by categorizing their actions in this way, | hope in

some small way to both recognise and validate their actions.

With this in mind, the understanding of ritual that | have chosen to use in relation to
my research, is primarily based on the work of Catherine Bell. She critiques the
duality at the centre of Durkheim’s definition between belief and ritual or thought
and action, and argues that it fails to take ritual seriously as a practice on its own
terms. Although Tambiah and Rappaport try to overcome this by including the roles
of participants and observers, Bell advocates a different model, which may include
but does not rely upon “formality, fixity and repetition” (1992, pp. 91-2) to become

a ritual. She explains:

| will use the term ritualization to draw attention to the
way in which certain social activities strategically
distinguish themselves in relation to other actions. In a
very preliminary sense, ritualization is a way of acting
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that is designed and orchestrated to distinguish and

privilege what is being done in comparison to other,

usually more quotidian, activities (p. 74).
Thus, within Bell’s definition the formal Rite of Churching and an informal gathering
of women to help to prepare and honour a woman before childbirth whether it be
with a Baby Shower or Mother Blessing, are all examples of ritual practice. Bell goes
on to argue that the significance of ritual behaviour lies not in it being understood
as “an entirely separate way of acting, but in how such activities constitute

themselves as different and in contrast to other activities” (p. 90).

Understood in this way as social practice, Bell highlights four features of human
activity as a basis for what she terms, ritualization. First, she explains that all human
activity is situational, and thus can only be understood relative to its context.
Secondly, she suggests that practice in relation to ritual is strategic, in that it is not
action for its own sake but is designed to achieve a particular aim. Thirdly, she cites
misrecognition as a feature, arguing that ritual participants attribute their activities
to a divine or transcendent power rather than recognising them as a product of
their own making. Lastly, Bell suggests that ritualizing reflects the social and power
relationships that exist within their context, either by way of reinforcing or resisting

them.

Indeed, Bell’s understanding of ritualization provides a useful framework in relation
to the other material | have found, particularly in relating to the activities of the
women | interviewed because she describes occasions that are more closely
associated with normal human activity than anything that is formal, fixed or

repetitious.

The ritualizing of the women | interviewed was also strongly contextual, in that they
did things in response to their own situation, experience and feelings. It was also
often strategic and as a result sometimes referred to by the participants themselves
as coping strategies. In other words, they were activities designed to reflect and to
some extent help the women to deal with and reflect upon their emotions about a

particular situation.
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Bell’s framework was also used by Berry to describe a wide range of women'’s ritual
activity, which all reflected these first two features. However, in relation to Bell’s
concept of misrecognition, Berry argues that the very act of creating and enacting a

ritual of your own “suggests a conscious intention and agency” (2009, p. 125).

| also believe that Bell’s use of the word misrecognition is unhelpful because it
implies a naivety on the part of the participants which is misleading. What | think
Bell is implying and what | recognise from within the rituals of my own research is
that although the participants were fully aware of their own activity, the power of
their ritualizing sometimes had the potential to reveal the unexpected or give

experience to something that otherwise lay beyond their control.

Lastly, in reference to Bell’s framework, the women | interviewed described events
that often resisted the power dynamics within their own context. Sometimes this
was done implicitly and at other times overtly, but in many ways the simple act of a
woman ritualizing her thoughts and feelings during her journey into motherhood
within a culture whose primary focus has traditionally been on the baby rather than
the mother can be seen as an act of resistance rather than a reinforcement of the

norm.

The word ritualizing has also been used by a number of other researchers and
practitioners within the growing discipline of ritual studies. Among them, Ronald
Grimes (2000) uses ritualizing as a “fuzzy term” to encompass the “unformed,
shapeless stuff out of which rites [the hard version] emerge” (2000, p. 28). He
makes a distinction between the two in an attempt to avoid the danger of

suggesting that all human activity can be understood as ritual.

The fuzzy nature of ritualizing he suggests means that such events do not tend to
attract broad social support because they are seen as too “dangerously creative,
and insufficiently traditional” (2000, p. 29). He goes on to explain that whilst rites
depend on institutions and traditions, in a western context, ritualizing tends to

appeal to intuition and the imagination. This distinction is helpful for my own
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research because it reflects the nature of some of the events the women described

to me and also resonates with their reluctance to recognise their actions as rituals.

Based on Grimes’ distinction, from this point onwards | will use rites and rituals to
refer to published or institutionally sanctioned liturgies, such as the Rite of
Churching, and his definition of ritualizing to encompass the more informal, creative
events that the women described to me, such as Mother Blessings. However, | take
Berry’s point that the word itself, though widely used (Grimes, 2000; Bell C., 1992;
Northup, 1997) is a “clumsy term” (2009, p. 127). Based on the spirit of the way in
which many of these activities were created by the women | interviewed, | have
chosen to refer to this category as homemade rituals because as a term it reflects

the time, thoughtfulness and creativity the women invested in them.

In addition, there is a third category of material within my research data which does
not easily fit within either definition. They cannot be described as events, but are
rather special moments that were mentioned by the women in the course of the
interviews. By describing ritual in general terms as “sequences of ordinary action
rendered special by virtue of their condensation, elevation or stylization [authors
italics]” (2000, pp. 70-1), Grimes also opens up the possibility of including this third
category too. In putting his emphasis on the intentions of the participants rather
than on the form of ritual itself, Grimes makes room for less formalized or
differentiated actions which he calls “ritualized gestures” (2000, p. 42) without

suggesting that ritual is an all-encompassing term.

Within my research data, the homemade rituals that the women described, often
appear within a sequence similar to Grimes’ ritualized gestures. In other words,
they were moments that were not always formalized or differentiated from their
normal activity, but were intentional. At first this came as a surprise to me, as | had
originally set out with the hope of finding singular events, but as this excerpt from
my journal illustrates | slowly began to realise during the course of the interviews

that what was being described to me was often very different:
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Ruth’s birthing stories were not told as separate events,
but as a continuous thread, interwoven with other events
in her life, the books she had read and images that she
cherished ... Although Ruth’s story doesn’t really fit into
my understanding of ritual, her experience is peppered
with readings and stories, visualisations and significant
moments which all feel to me to be relevant (Journal
entry, 15 May 2010).
In fact, Ruth’s interview was one of the first | conducted and since then over half of

the women described similar patterns of ritualized activity, as in this example:

at that point (after five miscarriages) | just needed a huge

amount of healing and kind of help ... | went regularly for

massage ... and | named those children. We had another

service after the ectopic in the hospital ... where we just

remembered all of them ... | went for healing prayer and

a whole load of things (Interview, 6 March 2012).
By adopting Grimes’ concept of “ritualized gestures” | have been able to include a
range of activities that the women described as helpful to them during their
transition into motherhood. | then found it useful to think about these ritualized
gestures in terms of ritual sequences because, rather than random actions, they
were all connected by a particular theme or need. As in the example above, going

for massages, naming her children and seeking out opportunities for prayer are all

clearly linked to Miranda’s need to find some form of healing and peace.

Within the category of ritual sequences | have therefore gone on to differentiate
between ‘marked’ and ‘remembered’ moments. Ali, for example, talked about
buying fabric, drawing a tree and using bunting from her wedding to decorate the
birthing space as part of her preparation for childbirth. None of these actions on
their own are particularly significant. However, if they are understood as
‘remembered moments’ in a ritualised sequence of activity, they each play an
important part in creating a picture of how Ali used ritual to prepare herself for the

birth of her child.

Ali also talked about marking particular moments. In another example, she

mentioned being worried about having to get back into the normal family routine
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after birth, before she felt ready and knew that she had physically healed. She

explained,

on the Thursday night, in the middle of the night, | went

into the kitchen. | got my elderflower. My vitamin C ...

and | took down all the birth stuff® and | saw it very much

as a welcoming [of] life now. We’ve done birth. We

haven’t had long in birth mode but we’ve got to really get

on with it now. Life mode now! (Interview, 6 March 2012)
| have chosen to use excerpts from Ali’s experience at this point for clarity, but this
example, like those of other women that | will introduce in the next chapter, are
illustrations of the way in which the women’s stories were peppered with ‘marked

moments’ as well as ‘remembered moments’ as part of ritual sequences of activity.

Although the concept of ritual sequences was initially a surprise to me, upon
reflection, it echoes a much wider pattern that can be seen within other forms of
feminist ritualizing and spirituality (Berry, 2009; Northup, 1997). In her introduction
to a book of essays entitled Sacred Dimensions of Women’s Experience, Elizabeth
Dodson Gray describes the male naming in patriarchal religion of the sacred as
being responsible for creating a “strange landscape” (1988, p. 2), in which it is
believed that it is necessary to distance and withdraw oneself from the realities of

life in order to find the sacred.

Instead she introduces a new naming, based on women’s experience in which the
sacred can be encountered within ordinary, everyday human experience. It
therefore follows that rather than needing to withdraw to a holy place, wait for an
ordained person or use a prescribed liturgy, transition times can become peppered
with marked and remembered moments which are performed by an individual or

acquaintance, and that these combined moments form a ritual sequence of activity.

Having established my working definitions of ritual, homemade rituals and ritual

sequences, | now want to highlight five important characteristics associated with

9 The wedding bunting, fabric and other artefacts.
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ritual that also appear within the events and moments that the women described.
These five characteristics not only help to support my argument that the women’s
actions belong within the field of ritual studies, but also help to identify them within

the categories of contemporary ritual or feminist ritual, or both.

5.2.2 Five Important Characteristics Associated with Ritual

The first characteristic | want to identify is that of justice, which Driver (2006)
mentions as a key function of contemporary ritual. He argues that ritual needs both
a confessional mode, through which stories and experiences are shared and an
ethical mode, which looks beyond itself. The telling of stories and the expression of
emotion was indeed a strong theme within the women’s accounts. Jackie for
example asked the women at her Mother Blessing to share with her the greatest
and hardest parts of being a mother and then shared some of her own fears about

her impending transition.

Given the social issues around mothering that | outlined in the previous chapter and
the relative invisibility of a woman’s journey into motherhood, | would also argue
that the very existence of moments of recognition are implicit acts of resistance,
and therefore to do with justice. The importance of the kind of safe space that can
be created within rituals to reimagine motherhood also potentially has important
implications, not only for the women immediately involved in the event, but for

those further afield, in changing attitudes and expectations.

This overlaps with the second important function of ritual that | want to mention
which has been particularly highlighted by the work of feminists such as Berger
(2001), which is the role ritual can play in the creation of new theo/alogy based on
women’s experience. Berger writes: “women today have rendered visible the liturgy
as a crucial site for what, arguably it has always been: the negotiation between faith

and women’s lives” (2001, p. 73).

It would be misleading for me to suggest that all of the women | interviewed would

be comfortable with Berger’s Christian standpoint, because some of my research
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participants clearly talked about having consciously chosen to leave the church.
However, there was also a very strong sense within each of the interviews, albeit
expressed in a variety of different ways, that there was something “magical”
(Interview, 25 May 2007) or “spiritual” (Interview, 17 August 2009) about the

women’s experience of birthing and/or their journey into motherhood.

| therefore want to draw on Berger’s observation to make the point that the
homemade rituals and ritual sequences that the women created were important
spaces through which it is possible to see their varying forms of spirituality develop

and find expression, a point | will return to in chapter 7.

The third characteristic of the women'’s ritualizing | want to highlight is their use of
symbols. The role of symbolism is recognised across the spectrum of literature as
having an important role to play in ritual. With reference to traditional definitions,
Clifford Geertz (1993) suggested that within a religious system, symbols act as a
powerful form of communication and have the effect within the enactment of a
ritual of not only giving order and shape to the world but also reinforcing the

authority of religious belief.

Within feminist ritualizing, symbols also act as powerful forms of communication,
although they are not always part of a religious system. Indeed, sometimes they are
used to re envisage the future, rather than reinforce the status quo, as Ruether
suggests: “One needs not only to engage in rational theoretical discourse about this
journey; one also needs deep symbols and symbolic actions to guide and interpret

the actual experience of the journey” (1985, p. 3).

In fact, none of the symbols used by the women | interviewed were specifically
Christian but instead were drawn from their daily lives and the world around them.
Flowers, water, candles, beads and scarves were used for example, whilst Maria
talked about the powerful symbolism of a butterfly and eggs to represent the idea
of transformation. This resonates with the findings of other researchers into

women’s rituals (Berry, 2009; Northup, 1997) who have noted the way in which
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“the endless host of women’s unglorified daily activities are being mined by women

seeking a distinctive spiritual expression” (Northup, 1997, p. 33).

Linked to this is the women’s use of embodied action which is the fourth
characteristic that | want to introduce. Although rituals usually comprise words and
actions, such as the exchanging of vows and rings at a wedding, they are usually
performed according to a set text or formula. The women’s ritualizing included
some actions we would associate with more traditional rituals such as eating,
washing and singing although there was no set formula. However, dancing and

sweeping were also mentioned.

These latter embodied actions again resonate with feminist rituals in their creativity
and spontaneity (Berry, 2009; Northup, 1997) but not with more traditional rites,
particularly from a Western, Christian context. Another difference was that by their
very nature, some of the women'’s ritualizing focused positively on bodily themes

such as pregnancy, birthing and breastfeeding.

The fifth and final feature that | want to highlight from the field of ritual studies, is
the importance of ritual criticism (Northup, 1993). Just as Grimes critiques the
inadequacy of some traditional rites for example, Tom Driver warns that “ritual
boredom” (2006, p. 7) is widespread within contemporary Western society and the
church. The issue of ritual criticism is an interesting one in relation to my own
research because | feel that it would be inappropriate for me to critique any of the
homemade rituals or marked or remembered moments that the women described
to me. Mainly because they themselves rarely described their activities as rituals

and because most were not intended to become public.

However, there were examples from within my research data of the women
themselves critiquing their rituals. Reflecting on her experience of leading both of
the events that she invited people to during her pregnancy, Monica said: “I just sort
of led it. | would never think that that was a good idea again ... [but] | didn’t know

who to ask” (Interview, 17 August 2009).
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Another example arose from Jackie’s interview in which she was describing the
tensions she felt at the time about undergoing a symbolic journey that she and a

friend had set up as part of her Mother Blessing:

| felt incredibly nervous about it [the journey element of

the ritual] so I don’t think that | would necessarily

recommend that anyone else did this and now | think it

feels quite odd that we did this, but ... it had a lot of

significance at the time (Interview, 20 March 2012).
So although from an ethical point of view | feel that criticising the women’s rituals
would undermine the delicate balance of trust that was so important for me to

build with my research participants, a number of the women offered critiques of

their own work, based on their experience.

In conclusion, although colloquially and academically the word ritual has a range of
meanings, and the women themselves did not often use the word directly in
relation to their own activities | have chosen to refer to the women’s stories in
terms of homemade rituals and ritual sequences. In doing so | have drawn from a
range of literature within the field of ritual theory which recognizes ritual activity as

being intentional actions relating to normal human activity.

| have also highlighted five important characteristics from the field of ritual studies
that further help to identify the women’s actions within this genre. | have argued
that the women'’s ritualizing created spaces for their spirituality to develop and be
expressed and that the very act of holding such events can be seen as implicit acts
of resistance and therefore implicitly to do with justice. | have described the nature
of some of the symbols used by the women and mentioned the role that embodied
actions played within their ritualizing. Lastly, | have highlighted the importance of

ritual criticism and given examples of the women critiquing their own ritualizing.

Having identified strong points of connection between the women'’s ritualizing and
the field of ritual studies, in the next section | want to establish a historical context
for their homemade rituals and ritual sequences. | begin this next section with a

personal reflection on my perception at the time of my own birthing, before moving
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on to explain reasons for this. | then create an overview of current related resources

before finally exploring the motherhood rituals that | have found.

5.3 The Historical Context

5.3.1 A Personal Reflection

Most of the important occasions in my life have been marked by an event, such as
my graduation or ordination. Even the lesser milestones such as birthdays or
anniversaries have been celebrated in the normal, more informal way, with cards,
presents and cakes. Yet as | approached the prospect and later the reality of
becoming a mother | was not aware of any rituals, other than baptism, that were
associated with this particular life stage. | had heard about people having a Baby
Shower, but at the time | associated these with people leaving work to go on
maternity leave, and because | was not in employment at the time, it didn’t seem

particularly relevant.

Although | have never been a very consistent journal writer, | have often kept a
record of significant holidays, particularly when | have travelled abroad, and so
when | first became pregnant | bought a new note book with large blank pages to
record my journey. | regret not continuing with it now, but the child of my first
pregnancy did not survive beyond the twelve week scan, and | couldn’t bring myself

to start another journal when | became pregnant again.

Another significant moment that | wanted to mark was that of the twins’ birth. | had
read somewhere of the tradition of whispering the name for God into the ear of a
new born baby. | wanted to make that moment special and my plan was to whisper
the words ‘Yahweh’ and ‘love’ into their ears and to welcome them to the world,
but the drugs, the atmosphere of the theatre and the medical procedures made it

difficult to create the kind of welcome | had imagined.
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Something else that | remember being particularly significant to me at the time was
humming the tune to ‘Amazing Grace’*® when we were struggling to breastfeed in
the hospital. It had been one of my father-in-law’s favourite hymns, my husband
had played it at our wedding, and the history of the hymn itself holds such weight
and gravitas that it seemed to express and reflect some of what | was feeling inside.
It was a hymn that spoke to me of struggle but also linked me, in the loneliness of

the hospital room, to other people.

I also remember watching the snow falling outside of the hospital window and
showing it to the twins. At the time it represented a life beyond my present reality
that | longed to get back to, but | also recall feeling rather lost. | felt to be in the
midst of one of the most significant phases of my life, and theirs, but | didn’t know
how to mark it. Anything | did seemed trivial and yet because of its timing hugely

significant.

In addition, | was confused between what | felt | needed to do for myself and what |
should do for them. | felt selfish even thinking about it and when | asked a minister,
whose views | had long respected, he just encouraged me to sort myself out, so that

we could get on with planning the children’s baptism.

In fact, there are resources available that focus on motherhood, although some had
not been written at the time of my birthing experience, or | was not yet aware of
them. Through this research | have also now become aware of fragments of
women’s ritualizing associated with motherhood that stretches back through past
generations. In the next section | attempt to explain some of the reasons why this
wasn’t immediately apparent to me, and | would suggest, to many other women,

before | go on to describe the traditions that | have found.

5.3.2 Reasons Why

Emerging out of a small conference on women’s health in rural Pennsylvania during

the second wave of feminism in the United States, Barbara Ehrenreich and Deidre

10 John Newton (1725 - 1807)
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English published a pamphlet entitled Witches, Midwives and Nurses: A History of
Women Healers. Now in its second edition (2010) their work charts the rise of the
modern medical profession out of the suppression and persecution of a much older

tradition of female lay healing.

The premise of their work was to highlight that the ignorance and disempowerment
of women in relation to their own bodies at the time (the 1970s) had not always
been the case, but was rather the result of a prolonged power struggle that had
taken place well before the rise of scientific medicine, during which female lay
healers had been frequently targeted as witches. In their introduction to the first

publication Ehrenreich and English wrote:

Women have always been healers. They were the

unlicensed doctors and anatomists of Western history ...

They were midwives, travelling from home to home and

village to village. For centuries women were doctors

without degrees, barred from books and lectures,

learning from each other, and passing on experience from

neighbour to neighbour and mother to daughter. They

were called “wise women” by the people, witches or

charlatans by the authorities (2010, p. 25).
The work of piecing together the fragments of history that remain from the past has
been continued by others such as Rich (1977) Daly (1978) and Frye (2010) which
means that to some extent their legacy has not been forgotten. However, the fact
that women of the past rarely wrote books also means that much of the knowledge

and wisdom they accumulated is no longer known to us.

Another exception to this comes from the preservation of fragments of indigenous
Celtic spirituality preserved through the work of a man called Alexander Carmichael
(1992). His collection is not without its limitations and controversy which | will
describe in more detail in the section below entitled ‘Ritual Fragments’. Firstly
however, | want to mention resources that have drawn on the foundations of
second wave feminism, through which theologians and liturgists have sought to

create new material weaving the reality of women’s lives into their work. A review
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of the literature now available in this genre is the focus of the next section of this

chapter.

5.3.3 A Review of Current Resou