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Working mothers 

During the 20th century the subject of working 

mothers, or rather women who took up paid work 

outside the home, became a hot topic which fuelled 

emotional and ethical debate. One of the most 

notable influences of the time was psychologist John 

Bowlby who was interested in the effects of 

separation from their families on evacuee children 

during WW2. With the help of James Robertson, 

Bowlby also produced a film about the effects of 

separation from her parents, due to hospitalisation, 

of a two-year-old child called ‘Laura’. This film became influential in a subsequent campaign to alter 

hospital restrictions on parental visiting. Influenced by Lorenz’s (1935) study of imprinting, Bowlby 

believed that children are born with a biological instinct to form attachments with others in order to 

survive. Bowlby suggested that the most important figure to the new-born infant was the ‘mother’ 

and therefore this relationship was different and heightened in importance above other relationships. 

The critical period, so Bowlby believed, was the first two years of the child’s life but continued up to 

the age of five. Bowlby saw the breakdown of this mother-child attachment as generally having a 

negative impact on the child and even leading to juvenile delinquency, emotional difficulties and 

antisocial behaviour. He coined the phrase, ‘Maternal Deprivation.’ 

Although not intended by Bowlby himself, his theory of Maternal Deprivation was manipulated and 

used by some sections of society to blame working mothers (i.e. mothers who sought paid work 

outside the home) and view them as the cause of the rise in teenage antisocial and delinquent 

behaviour from the 1950’s onwards. Politicians used Bowlby’s theory to discourage mothers from 

working in order to maximise employment and a secure workforce and ensure there would be jobs 

available for servicemen returning from war. Jobs which, during the war years women, some of whom 

were mothers, were encouraged to fill. Having been introduced to a life other than domestic service, 

dependence and servant-hood it was not surprising that many women did not wish to return to their 

former lives. 

Bowlby’s theory has been challenged. Fox (1977) studied children living in an Israeli Kibbutz who were 

looked after by nurses while their mothers were out working.  Fox found that the children’s 

attachment was still with their mothers in spite of spending less time together. During the late 20th 

century and early 21st century it has become more acceptable for women to go out to work and to 

hold positions in society outside the home. Returning to paid work after childbirth is now considered 

the norm and many employers insist that women return to work after childbirth in order to secure 

their maternity leave and pay. 

It is useful to define what is meant by ‘work.’ The Oxford English Dictionary defines work as, ‘Activity 

involving mental or physical effort done in order to achieve a result.’ English society tends to define 

‘work’ as meaning paid employment and people are subsequently defined by the work they do. 

However the Oxford English Dictionary definition could be identified equally with any mother who 

works inside the home or goes outside the home to work. Any mother who has had to battle with a 

toddler who doesn’t want to do what his mother is asking him to do or a teenager who is reluctant to 

tidy their room at mother’s request will know exactly what mental and physical effort if needed in 

order to achieve a result! 
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Perhaps then we need to re-consider the value we give to work both inside and outside the home. 

Mothers who engage in paid work outside the home will often be contributing to the household 

income and they may well be the main bread-winners of the family. They may have to seek paid 

employment in order to be able to afford the necessities of life. They may also choose paid work in 

order that their children should enjoy those things which others in society have. In today’s consumer 

led society what mother really wants to see her child go without the material things which other 

children enjoy? A word of caution; beware the child who has an abundance of material items in order 

to assuage their parents sense of guilt in not giving their children ‘time.’ Time is becoming the most 

valuable commodity we can give to each other in this fast-paced modern world and time given to them 

by their parents is what most children will cherish and remember. 

Some women simply ‘need’ to go out to work outside the home. They function better inside the home 

if they work outside the home. Saying ‘no’ to a rebellious toddler every other minute and waiting for 

the resulting tantrum is mind-numbing and frustrating for any parent. If working outside the home 

helps mum to retain her sanity, then the whole family will be better off if mum is happier and more 

contented as a result. 

Mothers who choose to stay at home after childbirth will often be making huge sacrifices. They will 

suffer loss of income but may also suffer loss of identity, isolation, loss of career path and social 

standing. They may ultimately work just as hard, if not harder, than their peers in paid work who may 

well be able to afford to pay for hired help with household chores. They may also work (unpaid) in 

hidden ways, caring for older relatives, undertaking voluntary activities and charity work or helping in 

a family business. These are equally valuable occupations as paid employment but they are not often 

given the same regard and recognition as paid work. Society needs to value and appreciate the 

contribution these unpaid, working mothers make to the lives of others and ultimately to society as a 

whole. 

What then is the Christian perspective on working mothers? Hopefully from the above it is clear that 

all mothers work, whether paid or unpaid. Hopefully also clarified is that there is no gap in significance 

or worth between paid and unpaid work, that both are of equal value. The bible gives us no clear 

perspective on ‘working mothers'. Ultimately there is no one right or wrong answer. It is up to the 

individual family to find out what is right for them. In order to press the point: 

‘A wife of noble character who can find? She is worth far more than rubies. Her husband has full 

confidence in her and lacks nothing of value. She brings him good, not harm, all the days of her life. 

She selects wool and flax and works with eager hands. She is like the merchant ships, bringing her food 

from afar. She gets up while it is still night; she provides food for her family and portions for her female 

servants. She considers a field and buys it; out of her earnings she plants a vineyard. She sets about 

her work vigorously; her arms are strong for her tasks. She sees that her trading is profitable, and her 

lamp does not go out at night. In her hand she holds the distaff and grasps the spindle with her fingers. 

She opens her arms to the poor and extends her hands to the needy. When it snows, she has no fear 

for her household; for all of them are clothed in scarlet. She makes coverings for her bed; she is clothed 

in fine linen and purple. Her husband is respected at the city gate, where he takes his seat among the 

elders of the land. She makes linen garments and sells them, and supplies the merchants with sashes. 

She is clothed with strength and dignity; she can laugh at the days to come. She speaks with wisdom, 

and faithful instruction is on her tongue. She watches over the affairs of her household and does not 

eat the bread of idleness. Her children arise and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praises her: 

“Many women do noble things, but you surpass them all.” Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; 

but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised. Honour her for all that her hands have done, and let 

her works bring her praise at the city gate.”                                                           Proverbs 31:10-31 (NIV)                                                                                      
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The woman in Proverbs 31 presents an image that would be very difficult, even impossible, to live up 

to for most women and it has been suggested that this is actually the epitome of more than one 

woman. What is clear though is that this (these) woman partakes both in paid and unpaid work, ‘She 

considers a field and buys it; out of her earnings she plants a vineyard…. She makes linen garments 

and sells them…. She opens her arms to the poor and extends her hands to the needy.’ However, the 

most poignant verse is, ‘Her children arise and call her blessed.’ From this we can assume that her 

children love her, value her and respect her. No image of mentally deranged or emotionally unstable 

juvenile delinquents is conjured up within these verses. 

What does appear significant though is that she appears to find time to make all aspects of her life 

work. Perhaps that is the secret. Rather than feeling guilty about working outside the home (or not) 

and about the quantity of time spent/not spent with children, perhaps the real key is the quality of 

the time which is given to children. Parents can spend a huge amount of time in the company of their 

children but not really be ‘in tune’ with their children. Spending five minutes with a child who feels 

that they have your full, undivided attention and understanding will be the most meaningful and 

valuable thing a parent can ever do for their child. A child who feels that his/her parents are interested 

in him/her will grow up into a secure child. Perhaps then the real issue is, not whether mum goes out 

to paid work or not, but how much worth a child feels both his parents place on him by actually setting 

time aside to spend quality time with him and getting to know him as an individual. This might mean 

that mum and dad may have to make some sacrifices and re-arrangements to their own schedules. (It 

might mean forgoing that well deserved Saturday morning lie-in to go biking in the park!) At the end 

of the day it is far more rewarding to build a secure and lasting relationship with your child and, being 

a role model for your own children, means you may also be influential in the nurturing of subsequent 

generations. 

Ultimately all mothers ‘work’ whether they are paid or not. All mothers deserve to be valued and 

supported. Each family unit is unique and must decide for itself what would be in the best interests of 

each individual member, as well as the family as a whole. This will require a practical, common sense, 

unselfish, intuitive and prayerful approach. 

Jenny Basey-Fisher 
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