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Quite properly, we encourage girls in school to fulfill their academic potential. We encourage 

them to be brave, to be ambitious. We tell them about the iniquity of glass ceilings and encourage 
them to challenge outdated assumptions about how girls should be. We praise their achievements 
in and out of school. We delight in their sporting, artistic, scientific successes.  
 
Eventually, we wave them off to university or to worthwhile jobs. Not for them the domestic 
slavery of their grandmothers! Not for them the sexual shackles of life before the contraceptive 
pill, or the patronizing attitudes of bigoted, sexist men! These girls are going to have their own 
incomes, their own independence. These girls are going to have the freedom to make their own 
choices. Anything is possible, we tell them. Go out there and see the world. Work hard! Play hard! 
Have a life…. 
 
“And then,” we say, lowering our tone, “if you do decide to have a family, you can do that later, as 
and when you choose.” 
 
I approve of brave, ambitious, confident girls. I don’t think we’ve ‘gone too far’ in our pursuit of 
equality for women. In fact, I think we’ve got a hell of a lot further to go. It’s just that I think we 
only encourage girls to identify with part of the story…. 
 
Another part is hushed up. Alone in their rooms or in private conversations, I wonder what sense 
girls make of their potential - a potential that’s almost never mentioned in schools - to have 
children and to be mothers? What messages do girls receive whose ambition isn’t to have a top-
notch job but to be a top-notch mother? Or does that ambition become an embarrassing secret, 
unworthy of intelligent, successful girls? Is it okay for girls to want children as well as a career? Is it 
okay to want children and not a career? Mothering isn’t on the curriculum and is never mentioned 
in the aspirational rhetoric of schools. The girl who left school a few years ago will be invited back 
to describe to other girls the wonders of university life. The girl who left school at the same time 
won’t be invited back to talk about her new baby. 
 
The onset of puberty gives girls an important message that may have become hard for well-
meaning liberals (like me) to acknowledge. Girls’ bodies are preparing, not just for sex, but for 
motherhood. And girls know that. They’re reminded of it every month.  
 
To what extent do schools present girls with a choice between working and mothering: one seen 
as laudable, the other as a consolation prize for the academic also-rans? Interestingly, after listing 
the better-known factors precipitating anorexia and after acknowledging that all girls are 
different, Duker and Slade (2003) note that, for many anorexic girls, there’s often an anxious 
ambivalence in the family regarding the role of the girl’s mother. In simple binary terms, is she 
supposed to be a traditional, stay-at-home mother or to have a career, independent of the family? 
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This anxiety seems to be passed on to many of the daughters who go on to develop anorexia, the 
authors suggest. 
 
I wonder how much this anxiety is at the heart of so many girls’ distress? I think of the perfectly 
well-informed, contraceptively savvy girls who get pregnant ‘accidentally’ and I wonder how much 
an ‘accidental’ pregnancy unconsciously resolves an unspoken dilemma?  
 
In schools and elsewhere, perhaps our question to girls should be “What’s important to you?” 
rather than simply “What job do you want to do when you leave school?”  
 
And of course, if we’re in the business of redressing the balance, we might one day go on to talk 
with boys about the neglected part of their story: the possibility of becoming fathers. 
 
 
REFERENCE 
Duker and Slade (2003) Anorexia Nervosa and Bulimia. Buckingham, UK: Open University Press. 
 


