Life Inside the Cocoon

The Early Months of Motherhood

By: Amy Tiemann, Ph.D.
Calling pregnancy “a marathon” really doesn’t do the nine-month experience justice. No matter how excited you are about having a baby, sharing your body with another person for nine months almost inevitably leads to periods of grumpiness by the end. You barely recognize the form your body has taken, and you haven’t even seen significant parts of yourself, such as your feet, for weeks. By the end, the baby may seem like a selfish roommate who eats the last scoop of ice cream you were saving, steals your favorite pillow, and parties all night while you try to sleep.

You may think, Bring on the birth, and just let me put this baby down!

Then, a miracle occurs. Your baby is born.  A new little stranger enters your life and expands your family. You may feel from day one that you’ve known your baby forever, or it may take a while to develop a bond. Please don’t burden yourself with an extra helping of guilt if your bonding feelings don’t develop immediately. You’ve finally put the baby down, but your work has just begun. To survive and thrive as a mom you will need to be very, very kind to yourself.

Your recovering body is the first indication that life, as you know it, has really changed. You need as much tender loving care and pampering as the baby right now. American culture frequently does a poor job of “mothering the mother” after birth. Life doesn’t have to be this way. It shouldn’t be. 
In many cultures around the world it would be unthinkable to leave a mom and newborn alone together for hours every day. But in modern American culture, new parents frequently live far away from the close family and friends that could provide the support they need. It is crucial to create as much support for a new mom as possible. Help could come in the form of Dad taking paternity leave, inviting in relatives to provide care, reaching out to friends for support, or hiring someone to help with housecleaning, cooking, and babysitting older children.

Ideally, each new mom needs several weeks of complete pampering; a time when she can focus her energies on getting to know her baby, breastfeeding, if she chooses to do so, and her own rest and physical recovery. She may choose to be up and about, taking a stroller walk or a trip to the grocery store, but it’s nice if she doesn’t have to. This is no time to be Superwoman! Life is not a race or contest. 
The magical, dreamy weeks after birth are a time of rest and recovery from one of the biggest physical and emotional changes you will ever experience. When you are caring for yourself and a newborn, it is time to let go of everyday tasks as much as possible, for as long as you need. Not all women have the luxury of choosing an extended nesting period. Women with older children to care for or those who return to work within a few months after birth have an even greater need for a ready, willing, and able support network.

It can be really difficult to ask for help, but I urge you to do so. If this is your first baby, you may feel eager to prove that you can “do it all” and “be the mom.” I was defensive about getting advice and help with my newborn because I thought doing so showed a weakness that I wasn’t able to do it on my own. I kept telling my own mother, “I am a capable and competent person.” The phrase became a running joke after a while. 
Looking back now, here’s what I’d say to my new mom self: Relax. You will do it all, and then some. You are going to be a mom for the rest of your life, and you will raise this child with your husband and family, not to mention the whole world of your friends, your child’s friends and their parents, as well as the neighbors, doctors, and teachers that will enter the picture. Though you may feel as territorial and protective as a mama bear with a new cub, I urge you to take advantage of all the help you can get. Let your partner be as involved as possible, and open yourself to the joys and possibilities of forming a new network of friends who may remain at your side for years to come as your children grow up together.
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