The Fourth Trimester: A Mother’s View

Honoring the mother, baby, placenta, and their journey
Bringing a baby earthside is a tremendous journey, physically, emotionally, spiritually, and
psychologically. Most cultures around the world have traditions to honor this process, which is
truly a rite of passage, ranging from a week to 100 days long, with ceremonies and care-taking
traditions both before and after birth. In Modern Western culture, this has been lost for the
most part. We are expected to bounce back to our pre-pregnancy selves while caring for a new
little person and entertaining guests, which is biologically and culturally absurd.
“Mothering the mother” both before and after birth should not be a foreign concept to us. We
still have some remnants of this, such as a baby shower beforehand. Many mothers are turning
to Mother Blessings because of how deeply nourishing they are to us. We need to celebrate
the changes that our happening to us and the new life soon to be entering this world. Henna,
belly casting, hair washing, a community built bracelet for the new child, prayers and blessings
written to or said over the woman and the baby within her, all bring us the love,
encouragement, and strength we need to finish the pregnancy and prepare for labor and birth.
Labor, birth, and the next several weeks to months are filled with changes and challenges that
should not be discounted or overlooked in any way. We see this in the desire many women
have for birth photography, or to write down and/or share their birth stories. We know, deep
within, that the birth of this child is a remarkable moment which will shape our lives forever, and
we need to honor that time somehow. Once we have passed through labor and birth, the next
phase begins, often termed the Fourth Trimester. Mother and baby learn to breastfeed, to
communicate with each other, and how to navigate the outside world as a team. All of this is no
easy feat for most! This rite of passage turns ordinary women into extraordinary mothers, and
we should be honored as such.
Now that we have passed through pregnancy, had the baby shower or Mother Blessing,
completed labor and birth, what’s next? How are we cared for now? Sadly, this is often ignored
and we don’t receive the care we should.
What can we do to reclaim our Rite?
Rest. Recuperate.Then celebrate. In that order.
Rest and Recuperate
Homemade meals are wonderful, but many friends are willing to help out in other ways, too.
Ask them to come over and play with your older children for a few hours, or wash some dishes,
maybe do a load of laundry, while you take a nap with the baby. All some women want is to see
another adult, so invite them over for a morning of just being together, chatting. Whatever your
needs and desires are, ask for help getting those met.

Celebrate!
After a period of time, say 40 days or 6 weeks, both a common postpartum seclusion period,
have a celebration! You’ve made it through the most challenging part! You and baby are
working out the dance of life together!
Invite your birth team, friends, and family over. Ask them to bring a dish to share, or maybe
your meal chain is ending or your freezer is running out of freezer meals, and they could all
bring a dish to help restock as you get back on your feet with less help now that you’re furthur
postpartum and going back into “regular” mode. Have a ceremonial hair washing and braiding,
weave garlands into your hair. Have a special meal together. Have a stepping out ceremony, or
a procession to introduce the baby to the outside world. The Chagga give the mother a staﬀ
and dress her in special clothes to honor her as a warrior returning successfully from battle.
Have a ceremonial removal of the belly wrap or get one last abdominal massage.
But what about the placenta?
And now, the placenta. That which attached you to your baby, which brought information to
your body and nourishment to your baby, must be honored and given the respect it deserves.
Unlike most other mammals, humans do not traditionally consume their placentas. Decide
what you’re going to do with it, whether it be burial, perhaps with a plant so that it may
continue to nourish by feeding the plant and reminding you of your rite of passage every time
you see it. Others burn it or hang it; whatever you find meaningful. You may choose to do it
alone or in community. Take photos or video of the process. The placenta is so important to
both mother and child, and thus to the community and whole world; find a way to celebrate it!
Remember, this is your Rite of Passage, from ordinary woman, to extraordinary mother. Figure
out what is meaningful and nourishing to you, and ask for help making your vision become
reality.
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