We need

to restore
integrity of
motherhood

By William C. Kashatus

ach Saturday morning

my young son and I pay a

visit to grandma’s house.

No sooner does she open
the door than my boy jumps into
her outstretched arms and cud-
dles her with a simple, sincere
gesture of loving affection. The
next few hours are spent reading
stories, playing the piano and lis-
tening to my mother introduce
her grandson to the same lulla-
bies, books and morals she taught
me SO many years ago.

My mother has been the greatest
influence in my life. She gave me
“roots” by creating a protective
and loving environment so that I
would one day have the “wings” to
set out on my own with a sense of
responsibility, compassion and re-
spect for myself and others. Her
example reminds me that mother-
hood is the most virtuous of all
callings. Yet it is not always appre-
ciated as fully as it should be by
contemporary society.

Historically, motherhood was
inextricably tied to the prosperity
of our nation. According to histo-
rian Linda Kerber, author of
Women of the Republic, early
American mothers were intelli-
gent and self-reliant. They voiced
political opinions, exhibited a
sense of patriotism, and had a se-
rious educational bent, which
they employed entirely for the
benefit of their children.

Over the course of the 19th cen-
tury, our democratic society re-
quired a qualitative motherhood
in which the character of chil-
dren a family raised mattered
more than the number. No one ex-
- pressed this belief better than
Catherine Beecher, whose A Trea-
tise on Domestic Economy was the
most popular book on homemak-
ing and child-rearing in .antebel-
lum Ameriea. —

The success of democratic in-
stitutions, as is conceded by all,
depends upon the intellectual and
moral character of the mass of
people,” she wrote. “If they are in-
telligent and virtuous, democracy
1s a blessing; but if they are igno-
rant and wicked, it is only a
curse.” At the same time, she
noted that it was “equally conced-
ed, that the formation of the
moral and intellectual character
of the young is committed mainly
to the female hand.”

Beecher urged the women of
her era to view themselves as pro-
fessionals because their examples
would ultimately influence the
body politic and, if carried out in
a virtuous manner, there would
be no greater achievement known
to the human race.

Too often, contemporary society
fails to acknowledge the political,
cultural or personal significance
of motherhood. Instead, the stere-
otype of a domestic figure whose
“proper” place is in the home and
whose main role is to “subordi-
nate” herself to the needs of her
family exploits what was once ad-
mired by both men and women as
the most virtuous of all profes-
sions. It is high time that we abol-
ish that stereotype. '

Though I don’t tell her nearly as
much as I should, I love and ad-
mire my mother tremendously.
Having entered the ranks of par-
enthood myself not so long ago,
there is not a day that goes by that
I am not grateful for the “roots”
and “wings” she has given me. Ul-
timately, nothing can ever match
the meaning she has to her life.
Or to mine. :

William Kashatus is a Quaker
school teacher in Philadelphia.
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