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Chapter

16
Maternal Negativity and
Child Maltreatment
How Evolutionary Perspectives Contribute
to a Layered and Compassionate Understanding
Daniela F. Sieff*

Abstract
In Western culture, both the lay public and mental health professionals tend to believe that
mothers evolved to love all of their children instinctually and unconditionally. In contrast, any
mother who feels ambivalence or hostility towards her child is typically seen as unnatural, and
a mother who maltreats her child is seen as behaving pathologically. This chapter draws on
evolutionary research to challenge this widespread view of motherhood. In particular, it
describes how raising children has required mothers to negotiate a series of complex,
precarious and layered trade-offs, and it argues that maternal negativity and child maltreat-
ment can arise from this. The goal of this chapter is to foster a more evolutionarily valid,
nuanced and compassionate understanding of motherhood. Such an understanding has the
potential to contribute to clinical work with faltering mothers and also to programmes
focused on preventing maternal maltreatment of children.
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Key Points

� Human mothers have not evolved to feel
automatic and unconditional love for each
and every one of their children. Instead,
evolution has granted mothers with a
continuum of maternal feelings, ranging from
full commitment to negativity. Where a
woman falls on this continuum is influenced
by her circumstances. Particularly important
are the resources she can garner to support her
child-rearing and the characteristics of
her child.

� The maternal maltreatment of children can
result from the need to make a much-loved
child conform to group norms. Throughout
human evolutionary history being part of a
group was crucial to survival.

� Maternal behaviour has evolved to be
shaped by social learning. Without conscious
effort or intent, girls learn about mothering
through what they experience and observe
during their own childhoods. The
transmission of maltreatment across
generations is often a maladaptive
consequence of this.

� The fact that some maternal negativity and
child maltreatment results from evolved
influences does not make it any less harmful.
Maternal negativity and child maltreatment
are tremendously damaging, whatever their
origins. They instigate emotional trauma (also
known as complex post-traumatic stress

* I am grateful to Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, Dan Delli, Aaron
Denham, Louise Holland, Bruce Lloyd and Pablo
Nepomnaschy for thoughtful comments on earlier
drafts. I am also grateful to those who contributed to
the discussions that have followed my talks on this
topic. This chapter is better for these contributions,
though the final responsibility remains my own.
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disorder) and pave the way for long-term
psychological and physical suffering.

� An understanding of how evolved dynamics
influence maternal feelings and behaviour has
the potential to contribute to clinical work
with faltering mothers and also to
programmes focused on preventing the
maltreatment of children by their mothers.

16.1 Introduction
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines
child maltreatment as ‘all types of physical and/or
emotional ill-treatment . . . which results in actual
or potential harm to the child’s health, survival,
development or dignity in the context of a rela-
tionship of responsibility, trust or power’ (WHO,
2020). In some cases, maltreatment stems from
the child’s own mother. This chapter explores the
maternal maltreatment of children from evolu-
tionary perspectives.

In Western culture, both the lay public and
mental health professionals tend to believe that
mothers evolved to love all of their children
instinctually and unconditionally and that a psy-
chologically normal mother will do everything
in her power to protect her child from mal-
treatment. In contrast, a mother who feels
ambivalence or hostility towards her child is typ-
ically seen as unnatural, and a mother who actu-
ally maltreats her child is seen as behaving
pathologically.

John Bowlby, a psychiatrist, psychologist and
psychoanalyst, was the first clinician to address
the mother–child relationship through an evolu-
tionary perspective, and he supported this view:

. . . for babies to love mothers and mothers to love
babies is taken for granted as intrinsic to human
nature. As a result, whenever . . . these standards
become markedly different from the norm . . . all
are disposed to judge the condition as pathological.
(Bowlby, 1969/1997: 242)

Bowlby was a pioneer in recognising that evolu-
tionary thinking could make a significant contri-
bution to the understanding of psychological
well-being, but he formulated his ideas in the
1950s, and evolutionary thinking has moved on
since then. Two advances are particularly import-
ant to this chapter.

First, when Bowlby was formulating his ideas,
the study of animal behaviour was in its infancy
and was concerned with documenting the

behavioural patterns that typified an entire
species. By the late 1960s, however, biologists
had embarked on long-term studies in which they
followed individual animals through their lives.
This revealed that there is rarely a one-size-fits-
all, normal way to behave; rather, evolution pro-
duces a range of possible behaviours, thereby
allowing individuals to respond flexibly to
the particular challenges and opportunities pre-
sented by their changing physical and social
environment.

The second advance came from recognising
that trade-offs are central to evolution. Living
creatures are complex systems in which one need
is traded off against another and in which com-
promises are ubiquitous. At the level of physi-
ology, for example, animals living in disease-
ridden environments need to commit energy to
their immune system, but that leaves less energy
for growth, bodily maintenance and reproduc-
tion. A parallel example from the realm of behav-
iour is that animals living in predator-dense
environments must be hypervigilant, but that
leaves less time for feeding, maintaining social
relationships and caring for offspring.

The importance of these two advances to
understanding mothering became clear through
the scholarship of primatologist, anthropologist
and feminist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy (Hrdy, 1999,
2009). Hrdy showed that there is not just one way
to be a humanmother and that ‘natural mothering’
is not synonymous with unconditional love.
Rather, depending on the environment in which
a mother finds herself and the compromises she
needs to make, she may feel fully committed to her
child, somewhat committed, ambivalent or hostile.
In the worst case, a mother might be responsible
for her child’s death.

It is easy to understand why evolutionary pro-
cesses would have forged an emotional system in
which mothers are fully committed to their
infants. But why would evolution have forged an
emotional system in which women sometimes feel
ambivalent or hostile towards their offspring? The
answer resides in the fact that most human
mothers have had to manage the trade-offs
between competing needs in environments very
different from our own.

Anthropologists describe our society as
‘WEIRD’: Western, educated, industrialised, rich
and democratic (Henrich et al., 2010). WEIRD
societies encompass considerable diversity, but
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they all share characteristics that make them dif-
ferent from the societies in which our ancestors
lived. They are also different from the societies of
contemporary hunter-gatherers and subsistence
horticulturalists. With respect to mothering, one
such difference is the rate of child mortality. In
WEIRD societies, child mortality is extremely low
thanks to clean drinking water, sanitation
systems, vaccinations and antibiotics. In the
USA, for example, less than 1% of those born
die before their 15th birthday, but in modern
small-scale subsistence societies between 30%
and 60% of those born do not survive to 15 years
of age (Gurven and Kaplan, 2007). In pre-
industrialised Western societies child mortality
was just as high, and it was likely as high if not
higher during our evolutionary history (Volk and
Atkinson, 2013).

High child mortality rates have a profound
impact on the evolutionary trade-offs embedded
in mothering, and negotiating these trade-offs can
require mothers to withdraw commitment and
care from a particular child. Thus, although some
instances of maternal negativity and child mal-
treatment result from psychopathology, there are
situations in which maternal negativity and child
maltreatment are neither unnatural nor patho-
logical. Instead, they represent an attempt to
manage competing needs in a challenging
environment.

The fact that some child maltreatment results
from evolutionary processes does not make it
any less harmful. Maternal maltreatment of chil-
dren is tremendously damaging, whatever its
origins. It instigates emotional trauma (also
known as complex post-traumatic stress dis-
order) and paves the way for long-term psycho-
logical and physical suffering (Lanius et al., 2010;
Sieff, 2015). However, evolution is blind to
suffering (Nesse, 2019), and to judge all maternal
maltreatment of children as unnatural or patho-
logical is not only evolutionarily incorrect but
clinically unhelpful. Such judgement means that
mothers who feel negatively about their children
believe themselves to be abnormal and sub-
human, whereupon they get stuck in escalating
cycles of toxic shame that make being honest
about their feelings and facilitating change par-
ticularly difficult (Sieff, 2019). Equally, judging
maternal maltreatment as pathological means
that programmes aimed at prevention fail to
recognise the importance of environmental

factors as contributors to maternal negativity
and child maltreatment. In contrast, the layered
and compassionate understanding of mothering
fostered by evolutionary perspectives helps
address child maltreatment on both an individual
and a societal level.

This chapter draws on evolutionary research
to expand our understanding of four factors
that have been shown to contribute to maternal
negativity and child maltreatment: (1) maternal
resources, (2) children’s characteristics, (3) child
socialisation and (4) social learning of mothering.

16.2 Maternal Resources
To raise human children requires a lengthy com-
mitment of energy, time and attention. Resources
are required to support this commitment. The
resources available to ancestral mothers would
have fluctuated, cycling between times of plenty
and times of scarcity (Potts, 2013). The availabil-
ity of resources fluctuates in many small-scale
subsistence societies today as well as in sectors
of WEIRD societies. A mother’s judicious alloca-
tion of resources during times of scarcity has been
crucial to ensuring that as many of her children
survive as possible.

Two kinds of resources have been particularly
important to mothers: nutritional (Section 16.2.1)
and social (Section 16.2.2).

16.2.1 Nutritional Resources
It takes calories to raise a human child. Not only
must mothers secure enough calories for preg-
nancy and breastfeeding, but also human children
rarely procure all of their own food until they are
in the middle of their teenage years. Therefore,
adults must continue to provision children long
after weaning. Securing sufficient calories can be
extremely challenging when food is scarce, and
during such times a mother may be forced to
make difficult decisions. How much food should
she keep for herself and how much should she
give to her children? Of the food that she gives to
her children, should she divide it equitably
between all of her children or should she favour
certain children?

Sometimes a mother’s decisions are conscious,
often they are unconscious. Either way, when
there is not enough food a mother’s challenge is
to find the most evolutionarily pragmatic
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response – the compromise that represents the
best of a bad job.

16.2.1.1 Trade-Off between a Mother and Her
Children at Times of Food Shortages
WEIRD cultures view mothers as instinctively
self-sacrificing and willing to forfeit their lives to
save their children. This makes evolutionary sense
because child mortality is low and motherless
children generally survive. In contrast, mothers
who make this ultimate sacrifice in environments
where child mortality is high are likely to be
evolutionarily penalised in two ways: first,
motherless children are at risk of dying, so a
self-sacrificing mother will not necessarily save
her child (e.g. Hill and Hurtado, 1996; Willführ
and Gagnon, 2013); and second, a mother who
gives her life for her child forgoes the opportunity
to beget children in the future when food might
be more plentiful and children more likely
to survive.

In some situations the trade-off between a
mother and her children is mediated through
behavioural ‘decisions’ to alter the allocation of
food. At other times, such as during pregnancy
and breastfeeding, this trade-off is negotiated
physiologically.

Human pregnancy requires around 300 extra
calories per day, which is not particularly energet-
ically expensive (Brown, 2011). However, if
mothers are in very poor nutritional health then
less food is passed to the foetus. As a result, these
newborns will be low in weight, which leads to an
increased risk of death during infancy.
Furthermore, without compensatory growth
during the first two years, low-birthweight infants
suffer impaired physical and cognitive develop-
ment as well as higher rates of adult mortality
(Black et al., 2008; Crookston et al., 2011).

A similar dynamic occurs with breastfeeding.
The production of breast milk requires an average
of 550 extra calories per day (Sellen, 2006). This is
easily managed when food is readily available, but
when food shortages lead to maternal undernour-
ishment less breast milk is produced, whereupon
infants become malnourished and risk ill health
and poor development. During a famine, a
mother’s milk may dry up altogether, condemn-
ing the infant to death.

The relationships between maternal nutri-
tional stress, pregnancy and breastfeeding are

considerably more nuanced and complex than
the previous paragraphs suggest (Abu-Saad and
Fraser, 2010); however, they illustrate two prin-
ciples. First, negotiating trade-offs is intrinsic to
mothering and starts in the womb. Second, deci-
sions that fit the WHO’s definition of maltreat-
ment do not need to be made consciously and can
be mediated entirely through physiology.

16.2.1.2 Sibling Trade-Offs
The fact that human children depend on parental
provisioning long after the end of breastfeeding
means that mothers must provide for several
dependent siblings simultaneously. This is not
true of other primates, where weaned youngsters
secure the food they need through their own
efforts. The unusual situation in humans can
require mothers to choose between children when
allocating food.

A consideration of women who live in small-
scale subsistence societies helps illustrate this.
Frequent breastfeeding inhibits ovulation, and
most women in such societies conceive their ‘next
child’ only when their currently nursing child
approaches weaning. Sometimes, however, the
contraceptive effects of breastfeeding fail and a
mother finds herself with two children who
require nursing simultaneously. Any woman in
this situation faces a tough decision. Should she
try to breastfeed both children and take the risk
that neither receives enough milk to survive or
should she abandon one of her nursing children
to save the life of the other? Examples of mothers
who face these kinds of decisions come from
across the world.

The !Kung are a modern southern African
people who, until recently, secured much of their
food by hunting and gathering. Data collected in
the 1960s recorded that around 1 in 100 !Kung
babies had been abandoned at birth and left to die
(Howell, 1979). Often this was because an infant
was born before the existing toddler was ready to
be weaned. Among the Ache hunter-gatherers of
Paraguay, newborns were also left to die if caring
for them risked the life of a still-nursing child.
This is poignantly described by an Ache man:

The one who followed me [in birth order] was
killed. It was a short birth spacing. My mother killed
him because I was [still] small. ‘You won’t have
enough milk for the older one,’ she was told. ‘You
must feed the older one!’ (Hill and Hurtado,
1996: 375)
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Over a century earlier, an anthropologist working
with a group of indigenous Australian hunter-
gatherers wrote, ‘Every child which was born
before the one which preceded it could walk was
destroyed because the mother was incapable of
carrying two’ (Taplin, 1874, cited in Yengoyan,
1981: 13–14).

In nineteenth-century Belgium, infants who
were less than one month old and had two or
more siblings under the age of five were signifi-
cantly more likely to die than infants with no
siblings in this age group (Helfrecht and
Meehan, 2016). The cause of death was not
recorded; all the same, this illustrates the reduced
survival of children when birth spacing is close.

The challenge of caring for two nursing chil-
dren simultaneously contributes to the fact that in
some subsistence societies twins are seen as a bad
omen. Typically, either one or both infants are
abandoned (Barrett et al., 2002; Gabler and
Voland, 1994).

In pre-modern Europe, it was not just the
challenge of breastfeeding that prompted infanti-
cide but the challenge of feeding children more
generally. Kilday (2013: 163) writes that in
England poverty was rife during the seventeenth
to nineteenth centuries, and killing a baby (or
allowing it to die of neglect) was a way to protect
older children from the likelihood of starvation
and death ‘when the burden of an extra mouth to
feed would stretch the family purse too far’.
Infanticide was also common in eastern Japan
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
where it was popularly referred to as mabiki – an
agricultural term that means to thin out densely
planted seedlings so that remaining plants have
enough light and space to thrive (Drixler, 2013).

16.2.1.3 Weaned Children
It is not only infants who are at risk from being
abandoned; older children can also be vulnerable.
Imagine a woman in a non-WEIRD society who
has four children and is trying to navigate a severe
food shortage. Does she divide her limited food
equally between all of her children or does she
favour a couple of them? If she allocates food
fairly between all of her children none are likely
to survive. But if she favours a couple of children
she increases the odds that at least some of her
children remain well-enough nourished to endure
this difficult time. In this instance, the mother has
no intention to kill any of her children, but

nevertheless the children to whom she gives less
food have an increased risk of death.

A different manifestation of this dynamic is
abandoning daughters to an early marriage. In
several sub-Saharan African countries, food
shortages have resulted in young girls being taken
out of school to marry: ‘For the good of the rest of
the family, a daughter had to be sacrificed . . . one
less mouth to feed’ (Chamberlain, 2017).

A mother’s decisions are rarely the products of
rational calculations, nor are they necessarily con-
scious. More often than not they are influenced by
stress-related hormonal changes (Reijman et al.,
2016) and cultural beliefs. For example, in many
cultures infants are not seen as being fully human
at the time of their birth; rather, they are believed
to grow into their status as a human being.
Depending on the culture, becoming fully human
may take days, weeks, months or even years
(Denham, 2017; Hrdy, 1999; Lancy, 2015). In
such cultures, abandoning an infant to die is not
considered to be murder.

Regardless of the mechanisms that mediate
difficult maternal decisions, the fact remains that
we are the descendants of mothers who did what-
ever was necessary to keep at least some children
alive. Mothers who shunned favouritism and lost
all of their children as a consequence did not
leave descendants.

16.2.1.4 How Do These Evolutionary Trade-Offs
Relate to Life in Industrialised, Wealthy Nation
States?
Most middle-class Westerners have access to
plentiful calories and struggle to envision how
food shortages might hold sway in the psyche.
However, food shortages have been a constant
challenge in human evolution, and many families
still struggle with insufficient food today (Pereira
et al., 2017). Some of these families live in low-
and middle-income countries, while others live in
wealthier nations.

US figures from 2016 showed around 13 mil-
lion children living in households suffering from
food insecurity (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2018).
Although there is no single measure of child mal-
nourishment in the UK (House of Commons,
2019), UNICEF reported that around 19% of
British children live with an adult who is moder-
ately or severely food insecure (Pereira et al.,
2017). Being a less-favoured child in these food-
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impoverished households is unlikely to result in
death; however, it will compromise long-term
growth and health, school performance and well-
being.

Even in households where food is not scarce
children are likely to be sensitive to how their
parents think about them because, throughout
humanity’s existence, being a disfavoured child
has been life-threatening during tough times.
Perhaps this helps to explain why sibling rivalry
is so common: some researchers state that vio-
lence between siblings occurs more frequently
than any other form of child abuse, and also that
it is the most common type of intra-familial vio-
lence (Tucker and Finkelhor, 2017).

Viewing economic resources as analogous to
food offers another way to look at how evolution-
ary dynamics might influence maternal behaviour
in wealthy, industrialised societies. A meta-
analysis of child maltreatment showed that in
WEIRD nations low socioeconomic status is cor-
related with a significant increase in the risk of
maltreatment (van IJzendoorn et al., 2020). More
subtly, American mothers who live in poverty are
less sensitive to their infants’ needs than those
who are better off (Bakermans-Kranenburg
et al., 2004). The authors of the meta-analysis
write, ‘The burden of stresses accompanying pov-
erty may increase the risk for child abuse and
neglect’ (van IJzendoorn et al., 2020: 275). This
observation aligns with evolutionary predictions.

A study in South Korea reported that although
the overall infant death rate declined between
2003 and 2017, the infanticide rate did not follow
suit (Baek et al., 2019). Instead, it tracked the
economic situation, rising when both unemploy-
ment and inequality rose. The total number of
recorded infanticides were small and more
research is needed; all the same, this longitudinal
study also aligns with evolutionary predictions.

16.2.2 Social Resources
Humans are a profoundly social species. For most
of our species’ existence, isolated individuals have
not been able to survive. This means that our
social network and social status can be seen as
valuable resources.

16.2.2.1 Social Network
The long period of dependence of human chil-
dren and the fact that mothers must provide for

several children simultaneously mean that human
mothers have needed help raising their children.
Sarah Hrdy (2009) sees this need for help as so
important that she calls us ‘communal breeders’.
Assistance has typically come from a shifting
combination of the child’s father, older siblings,
grandparents, cousins and aunts (Sear and Mace,
2008). Hrdy argues that because help has been
vital, a woman with meagre social support is
evolutionarily inclined to be reticent about com-
mitting to her child as throughout most of
humanity’s existence such a child would have
been unlikely to survive.

A great deal of evidence supports Hrdy’s
hypothesis that mothering has evolved to be sen-
sitive to the richness or paucity of a woman’s
support network. In some of today’s small-scale
subsistence societies, if a woman loses her hus-
band whilst pregnant or shortly after giving birth
the infant has a greatly increased risk of being
abandoned to die (Hill and Hurtado, 1996;
Schiefenhövel, 1989). A similar dynamic operated
in Britain during the seventeenth to nineteenth
centuries, where it was impoverished single
women without family support who were most
likely to commit infanticide (Kilday, 2013). In
today’s WEIRD societies, on the rare occasions
when mothers kill their babies, the women are
typically young, unemployed, lacking support
and no longer involved with the father of the child
(Porter and Gavin, 2010).

Other studies show that enjoying a strong
support network makes a positive difference to
both mothers and their children. In many of
today’s subsistence societies, a child whose
(maternal) grandmother is alive is significantly
more likely to survive than a child who does not
have a living grandmother (Hawkes et al., 1989;
Sear and Mace, 2008). In WEIRD societies,
mothers who have emotional support (either
from their own mothers and family or from social
workers and nurses) are more nurturing and
attentive to their children than mothers lacking
such help (Olds et al., 2007; Spieker and Bensley,
1994; Tracy et al., 2018). Similarly, women with
emotional support develop significantly stronger
bonds with their infants than women without
such support (Myers and Johns, 2017).

That said, one potential hurdle for pro-
grammes aiming to support struggling mothers
is that if a woman grows up unable to trust her
family, then her internal models and unconscious
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fears may prevent her from trusting the support
on offer. Thus, to ensure success, a programme
may need to address that lack of trust.

16.2.2.2 Social Status
In evolutionary circles, it has long been recog-
nised that a man’s status can affect the number
of children he may father, but only recently have
researchers begun to look at how a woman’s social
status affects her children. Initial research in a
small-scale subsistence society found that women
with greater political influence have better-
nourished and healthier children than mothers
with less influence (Alami et al., 2020). If this
observation is replicated in other societies, then
one might predict that women with political
status will be less prone to maternal negativity
and maltreatment than women who are
less respected.

16.3 Children’s Characteristics
Having explored maternal resources, this section
considers how a child’s characteristics can influ-
ence maternal feelings and behaviour. Three par-
ticularly influential characteristics are health and
robustness, disposition and sex.

16.3.1 Health and Robustness
In non-WEIRD societies, where child mortality is
typically between 30% and 60%, it is hard for even
a relatively well-resourced mother to keep chil-
dren alive. It is particularly difficult when a child
is small, premature or sickly. A mother of such a
vulnerable child might be more evolutionarily
successful – that is, leave more descendants – if
she allows the child to die and directs her emo-
tional, nutritional and economic resources
towards healthier and more robust offspring
(Hrdy, 1999, 2009). Disturbing though this is,
examples of mothers biasing their care in this
way come from diverse sources.

The social anthropologist Nancy Scheper-
Hughes worked in a Brazilian shanty town with
people who suffered from high levels of malnu-
trition, illness and death as a result of historically
entrenched racism, trauma, inequality and pov-
erty. In her classic ethnography Death without
Weeping, Scheper-Hughes (1992) describes how
mothers in this community nurtured active
babies who were thought to be fighters and sur-
vivors while detaching from quiet babies who

were passive, sickly, disabled or developmentally
delayed. Whilst outright infanticide was met with
horror, women believed it was best if quiet and
poorly infants died quickly. To facilitate this
process, mothers engaged in what researchers
call ‘delayed’ or ‘passive infanticide’; that is,
denying an infant sufficient food, water and care.
These mothers were not conscious of their
actions but viewed their underweight and ailing
infants as wanting to die. As one mother
explained,

Julieta . . . herself never took hold [of life]. If she
died it was because she herself, on seeing what was
ahead, what was in store for her, she decided to die.
(Scheper-Hughes, 1992: 369, original emphasis)

Scheper-Hughes’ research led her to conclude that
emotional scarcity can follow from material
scarcity, and she warns against sentimentalising
‘Mother’. She writes that the image of an all-
nurturing, selfless mother is a modern artefact
that has emerged only because we live in a suffi-
ciently benevolent environment for a mother to
trust that every child will probably survive.
Women living in environments where mortality
is high cannot afford this emotional luxury.

Aaron Denham, a medical anthropologist,
worked with the Nankani subsistence farmers of
northern Ghana. In this community, diseases and
poverty are responsible for the majority of child
deaths. However, some disabled or ailing infants
and children are deemed to be ‘spirit children’,
and some of these are given fatal poison. Spirit
children are seen not as human children who
have been possessed by spirits but as malevolent
spirits who masquerade as humans in order to
infiltrate a family and cause harm, disease and
death (Denham, 2017). Although parents express
pain when their child turns out to be a spirit
child, in most cases the child’s death is not
grieved; rather, there is relief that a source of
misfortune has been removed. Denham argues
that one way to understand this cultural system
is to realise that a child with chronic illness or
special needs will place terrible pressure on a
struggling family:

When families say that a spirit child is destined to
kill family members or destroy the house, this reality
is not so farfetched. For a vulnerable family, a child
with excessive needs can deplete limited resources,
prevent the mother from working, [and] render the
family more vulnerable to collapse . . . (Denham,
2017: 184)
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Nutritional anthropologist Katherine Dettwyler
recorded a similar practice in Mali. Talking about
developmentally delayed children, a village chief
explained to Dettwyler:

Well, if they don’t get better after a couple of years,
then you know that they are evil spirits, and you give
up . . . you take them out into the bush and you just
leave them . . . they turn into snakes and slither
away . . . You go back the next day and they aren’t
there. Then you know for sure that they weren’t
really children at all, but evil spirits. When you see a
snake, you wonder if this used to be your child.
(Dettwyler, 1994: 85–86)

European beliefs and practices concerning
changelings bear a strikingly similarity to those
described by Dettwyler (Hrdy, 1999; Lancy, 2015).
Beginning in the Middle Ages and continuing for
several centuries, sickly, disabled or otherwise
challenging children risked being seen as the off-
spring of fairies, elves or goblins who had infil-
trated human families to steal resources from
human children. Infants deemed to be change-
lings were left in a forest so that they could return
to their magical realm. The reality was that the
abandoned child was likely to succumb to hypo-
thermia or to be eaten by a wild animal.

It was not only visibly disabled or sick chil-
dren who were at risk in Europe and other parts
of the world; rather, several cultures developed
viability tests to determine whether a newborn
infant was worth nurturing. Hrdy (1999: 464)
quotes Soranus (second century ce), who
describes how infants in ancient Europe were
subjected to ice-cold baths ‘in order to let die, as
not worth rearing, one that cannot bear the
chilling’. Some believe that this practice was the
source for the ritual of baptism. Similar practices
of exposing infants to the elements arose in many
other parts of the world (Hrdy, 1999).

A study by psychologist Janet Mann suggests
that a mother’s preference for strong children
remains subtly present in contemporary Western
society. Mann (1992) observed mothers of pre-
term twins to determine whether they treated
their fragile babies equally. Her sample was small
but her findings were telling: every mother gave
more attention to the healthier twin but was
unaware of doing so. In tougher times, the less
healthy twin would likely have died from neglect.

There is evidence that in WEIRD nations chil-
dren with congenital challenges, autism spectrum
disorders and learning difficulties are at an

increased risk of being maltreated (Dion et al.,
2018; McDonnell et al., 2019; Murphy, 2011)

It is difficult for many of us to take these insights
on board, in part because it is frightening to do so
and in part because many of us live in WEIRD
nations during unprecedented times. We have
access to plentiful food and cleanwater, vaccinations
and antibiotics, as well as birth control and safe
abortions. Mercifully few of us have experienced
the death of a child. Historically, this was not the
case, and it is still not the case for many women
living in non-WEIRD communities today; nearly
every parent will have lost children, and practically
every child will have experienced the deaths of sib-
lings, cousins and friends while growing up. For
most of humanity’s existence, the death of children
(due to one cause or another) has been part of life.

16.3.2 Disposition
Children are not the passive recipients of mater-
nal care; rather, a child’s disposition plays a
significant role in determining a mother’s atti-
tudes and behaviour. A child’s disposition
emerges from the interweaving of genetic
influence, in utero conditions, early experiences
and cultural norms (Stevenson-Hinde, 2011).

Bowlby (1969/1997) was one of the first to
highlight this. He observed that when infants of
the same age and sex were placed in the same foster
home together an active infant typically received
more attention than a passive one. He suggested
that the more active infant demanded more from
the adults and in turn offered the adults more
rewards when those demands were met.

A study of Kenyan Maasai by medic and
anthropologist Marten De Vries (1987) showed
that an infant’s disposition can sometimes make
the difference between life and death. During the
1973–1974 drought, Maasai infants who were
classified as having a difficult temperament were
more likely to survive than those with an easy
temperament. De Vries suggests several reasons
for this, and the one of particular interest here is
that almost all crying and fussing were met with
an offer of the breast. Thus, ‘difficult infants’ were
fed more often and were better nourished.
Nutritional status has a significant impact on
child survival in subsistence societies at the best
of times, and this is intensified in times of famine.

In contrast, in WEIRD societies today, where
mothers typically have little support and help with
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childcare, children with ‘difficult’ temperaments
may be more at risk of maltreatment.

16.3.3 Sex
There is much evolutionary theory about when it
is adaptive for parents to favour children of one
sex and disfavour children of the other (Sieff,
1990). In this chapter there is space only to men-
tion some of the pertinent questions that evolu-
tionary thinking brings to our attention: do
children of one sex have a greater chance of
having children of their own? Do children of
one sex provide mothers with greater help and
so result in the mother having more surviving
children? Do the benefits of a girl or boy differ
depending on birth order? Might a mother favour
a first-born daughter because she would help with
rearing other children but not a later-born daugh-
ter? Do children of one sex compete with one
another in ways that are harmful to their long-
term chances of having children? Do children of
one sex support each other and increase the
chances of the siblings having children?

In addition to evolutionary considerations,
maternal negativity arising from a child’s sex can
be due to personal preference, psychodynamic
influences, societal organisation, cultural values
and government policies.

16.4 Child Socialisation
Having looked at how maternal resources and
children’s characteristics influence maltreatment,
I now explore how the need to socialise a child
into cultural norms and values can sometimes
lead to mothers (inadvertently) maltreating chil-
dren who they cherish and love.

Humans are a profoundly social species.
Throughout our evolutionary history we have
depended on being a member of a mutually sup-
portive community to survive and raise children.
However, there is always a risk that an individual
will try to exploit their community, and to pre-
vent this from occurring group members need to
be bound together for the common good. This
binding is achieved partly through collective
norms and shared moral values and partly by
punishing individuals who flout the norms and
values (Apicella and Silk, 2019; Boyd and
Richerson, 2009). Those who repeatedly flout
group standards risk being thrown out of their
community (Boehm, 2012). In WEIRD societies

being expelled from your community is not life-
threatening, but it has been life-threatening for
much of humanity’s existence. Thus, a child’s
survival has depended on being socialised into
community norms and values.

Often the socialisation of children occurs
without any maltreatment, but from time to time
parents turn to forms of emotional or physical
punishment that constitute maltreatment (Lancy,
2015). Maltreatment may be especially likely if the
child actively rebels. In some communities, when
a child refuses to conform to group norms the
entire family is expelled, risking the well-being
not only of the dissenting child, but also of their
siblings and parents (Atari, 2020). In this situ-
ation, the incentive for parents to force a child
to conform is even stronger.

Additional challenges emerge when parents
need to prepare a child for life in a violent or
dangerous environment, and under these circum-
stances child socialisation can routinely include
verbal or physical abuse (Lancy, 2015). One such
example occurs in some ‘honour cultures’. These
cultures take different forms, but in many of them
men respond to insults with violent aggression
(Atari, 2020). This is potentially costly, as aggres-
sion can escalate; however, in certain environ-
ments, it is protective to have a reputation for
being easily offended and violent. For instance,
when wealth is held in livestock or some other
easily stolen commodity and law enforcement has
little power, a reputation for being irascible and
violent can deter thieves (Nisbett and Cohen,
1996; Nowak et al., 2016). Boys are not born with
an ‘honour’ instinct; rather, they are socialised
into this ethos. Typically, both mothers and
fathers play an important role in the socialisation
process. For example, in the American South
during the nineteenth century, parents shamed
and beat their sons if they shrunk from fights.
They also encouraged them to play violent phys-
ical games (Nisbett and Cohen, 1996). Given that
spanking has the same impact as severe abuse
(Cuartas et al., 2021) and being shamed is trau-
matising (Sieff, 2015), such parental behaviour
fits the WHO definition of ‘maltreatment’.

Alternative instances of child maltreatment
can occur when parents have been impacted by
personal or historic trauma. These parents often
have an (unconscious) sense of what their child
needs to become if they are going to be protected
from suffering the same trauma. To ensure their
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much-loved child gains this supposed protection,
a parent may cajole, shame and punish the child
in a misguided expression of love.

16.5 Social Learning of Mothering
The fourth and final factor to be explored is
‘social learning’, which biologists formally define
as any learning that is facilitated by observing or
interacting with another individual (Hoppitt and
Laland, 2013). In humans, social learning includes
acquiring skills, behaviour, knowledge, attitudes
or beliefs from others. Social learning can happen
both through conscious and explicit attempts to
become proficient in some area of life and
through unconscious and implicit mechanisms.
Either way, social learning has been crucial to
human evolution: it enabled our ancestors to
inhabit an extraordinarily wide range of physical,
social and cultural environments and provided
the building blocks for complex culture
(Henrich, 2015; Laland, 2017; Terahima and
Hewlett, 2016; also see Chapter 1 of this volume).

So important is social learning to our species
that most aspects of human life depend on some
degree of social learning, and motherhood is no
exception. Women learn about mothering from
what they experience and observe during their
own childhoods (Lancy, 2015; LeVine et al., 1996;
McKerracher et al., 2020). An advantage of this is
that girls acquire the forms of maternal behaviour
that fit their environments; a disadvantage is that
girls who experience or observe maltreatment
when growing up are at risk of maltreating their
own children once they become mothers.

A considerable amount of research supports the
idea that social learning contributes to the maltreat-
ment of children by their mothers. In WEIRD soci-
eties, although the recurrence of maltreatment
across generations is not inevitable, parents are
significantly more likely to maltreat their children
if they themselves were severely maltreated as chil-
dren (Assink et al., 2018; Madigan et al., 2019; van
IJzendoorn et al., 2020). Multiple factors will be
contributing to the repetition of maltreatment
across generations, but it is safe to assume that
social learning plays an important role.

That said, it may be that the transgenerational
recurrence of child maltreatment is more
common in WEIRD societies than in non-
WEIRD societies. There are two reasons for my
speculative suggestion.

First, the high rates of child mortality that are
typical of non-WEIRD societies mean that
severely maltreated girls are unlikely to survive
to become mothers themselves. The girls who live
to become the next generation of mothers will
generally be those who have been mothered with
care and commitment (Hrdy, 1999).

Second, in most non-WEIRD societies, chil-
dren’s experiences of mothering are broad. Not
only are children typically looked after by mul-
tiple carers, but because much of daily life is lived
in the community, children observe a multiplicity
of mothers and others caring (or not) for a variety
of different children (Lancy, 1996). This diversity
of caregiving will be internalised, and by the time
girls become mothers they will have a range of
options available to them.

In short, it is possible that the continuity of
child maltreatment across generations is primar-
ily a WEIRD phenomenon that has emerged
because (1) child death rates are low and (2)
children neither experience being cared for by a
wide variety of people nor do they observe much
maternal behaviour outside of their own homes.
Research from both Western and small-scale sub-
sistence societies would be required to assess the
merit of this hypothesis.

16.6 Summary and Application
of Evolutionary Insights
This chapter has explored four different factors
that contribute to the maltreatment of children by
their mothers: maternal resources, children’s
characteristics, child socialisation and social
learning. The focus has been on how evolutionary
perspectives can contribute new layers of under-
standing. The insights that have emerged will now
be summarised alongside brief thoughts about
how these insights might contribute to addressing
the maternal maltreatment of children at both
individual and societal levels.

16.6.1 Maternal FeelingsandBehaviours
Have Evolved to Be Sensitive
to Circumstances
Western culture imagines that women have
evolved to love all of their children unconditionally
and to treat them accordingly. Such love is believed
to arise instinctually. A woman’s hormonal profile
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changes during pregnancy, and these changes do
predispose her to bond with her infant (Bridges,
2008; Numan and Insel, 2006). However, this is not
the whole story. Human mothers raise children
across a range of circumstances, and as a result, a
range of feelings and behaviours evolved to be part
of the maternal repertoire. At one end of this range
is full commitment, in the middle is ambivalence
and at the other end is negativity.

Maternal negativity is best thought of as a
medley of conscious and unconscious feelings
and behaviours that wax and wane depending on
both the resources available to a mother and the
characteristics of a child.

A mother can lovingly nurture a child who
appears strong and healthy but fatally neglect one
who is weak and ill. She can be fiercely committed
to an infant born after an older sibling is weaned
but kill one whose birth would risk the life of a
still-nursing toddler. In good times, when mater-
ial resources are abundant and women have plen-
tiful social support, maternal negativity has little
place in the lives of women. However, in times of
scarcity and/or when women are unsupported,
negative feelings can emerge to colour the emo-
tional palette and behaviour of mothers.

Another way in which circumstances can
affect mothering is though the demands of social-
isation. A mother may maltreat a much-loved
child to prepare that child for adulthood in a
particular physical and/or cultural environment.
The fact that this form of maltreatment is rooted
in love rather than negativity does not prevent it
from causing significant harm.

Although the above insights will not, by them-
selves, prevent maltreatment, they can inform
both clinical work with faltering mothers and
preventative programmes.

Beginning with clinical work, the belief that
normal mothers are naturally loving means that
women who experience negativity or who harm
their children typically feel that they are deficient
and not quite human (Parker, 2012). Such a feel-
ing constitutes ‘toxic shame’: a deep, visceral and
insidious conviction in being fundamentally inad-
equate as a human being (Kaufman, 1992).

Living with toxic shame is intolerable and, in
an attempt to escape from these feelings, people
risk being drawn into harmful behaviour such as
addictions, grandiosity or rage (Bradshaw, 1988;
Lloyd and Sieff, 2015). Shame-laden people also
feel compelled to try to rid themselves of whatever

is activating their shame; in the case of mothering,
this can mean wanting to rid themselves of the
child. In the following account, an American
woman describes how her need to escape shame
led her to act out infanticidal impulses:

I can remember hurling the baby down on the
pillows once, and just screaming and not caring.
I wanted to kill him really. I think it was to do with
being so tormented, worried and guilty. You know,
the anxiety and guilt at feeling I was getting it all
wrong, and that I was bad and useless. I just wanted
to get away from the situation. I felt unable to
tolerate it. (Parker, 1995: 19, emphasis added)

An evolutionary understanding, as part of a psy-
choeducation process, can help to combat toxic
shame, enabling a faltering mother to see herself
in a larger and more self-compassionate context.
Maybe she is struggling with closely spaced chil-
dren; maybe her child is weak or disabled; maybe
an economic downturn means that resources are
scarce; maybe she is without support. Whatever
the issue, although in today’s WEIRD culture her
child will probably survive, the child would not
have done so for much of humanity’s existence,
and her feelings may be reflecting this. Once a
woman starts to view her predicament in this
evolutionary context she can begin to build the
self-compassion that will allow her to face her
feelings about herself and her child. This sets the
stage for genuine change (Sieff, 2020).

Moving on to prevention, an evolutionary
understanding of mothering highlights the role of
poverty and a lack of support in predisposing
mothers to maltreat their children. Although these
environmental factors are well recognised in some
circles, in others it remains common to view mal-
treating mothers through the lens of individual
‘psychopathology’. This focus on mental ill health
diverts attention away from societal failings, and
an evolutionary perspective can redress the imbal-
ance. Indeed, an evolutionary perspective proposes
that it will be very hard to prevent maternal nega-
tivity and the maltreatment of children unless
social and environmental factors are addressed.

16.6.2 Maternal FeelingsandBehaviours
Have Evolved to Be Sensitive to
Social Learning
Human mothering has evolved to be shaped by
social learning. Without conscious effort or
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intent, girls learn about mothering through what
they experience and observe during their own
childhood. Understanding this can help both
individual women who are maltreating their chil-
dren and programmes aimed at preventing the
maltreatment of children.

Many women who were maltreated as chil-
dren have no wish for their own children to suffer
what they endured, and they feel particularly
shameful when they find themselves behaving as
their mothers did. An awareness of social learning
offers such women a larger and more self-
compassionate context in which to understand
their own behaviour and so creates the conditions
in which it can be addressed.

An awareness of our species’ reliance on social
learning might also contribute to the design of
programmes aimed at preventing or stopping
maternal maltreatment of children. A recent
meta-analysis of child maltreatment concluded
that when maltreatment is occurring the only
programmes that reliably prevented it from con-
tinuing are those that involve parental education
and training (van IJzendoorn et al., 2020).
Parental education and training can be seen as
compensatory social learning that redresses the
learning that was not available during childhood.

16.6.3 Maternal FeelingsandBehaviours
Arise As a Result of Many
Intersecting Factors
The four factors discussed in this chapter all con-
tribute to the maltreatment of children by their
mothers, but they do so in very different ways.
The first two – maternal resources and children’s
characteristics – describe circumstances in which
a mother’s maltreatment of an unfavoured child is
likely to be evolutionarily adaptive (that is, it
results in a woman leaving more descendants).
The third – child socialisation – is different in
that maltreatment arises as a response to our
evolved need to belong to a group. The fourth is
different again in that child maltreatment occurs
as an unintended consequence of our species’
evolved dependence on social learning coupled
with the limited experience of mothering that
girls have in WEIRD societies.

Bringing together different evolved dynamics
helps us to understand that there is no single or
neat story to explain maternal maltreatment of

children. Rather, multiple factors intersect in
complicated and layered ways to either increase
or decrease the risk.

In truth, the picture is even more complex
than that presented in this chapter. Some factors
that contribute to child maltreatment are better
viewed though a psychodynamic lens than
through an evolutionary one (Woodman and
Sieff, 2009), whereas others are best viewed
through the lens of psychopathology. This chapter
has restricted itself to those factors that are amen-
able to evolutionary perspectives because of the
nature of this edited volume. However, when
working with real people, all potential contribut-
ing factors must be explored. We humans are
complex creatures and we live multifaceted lives;
there is rarely a single reason for any aspect of
what any one of us feels or for how we behave
(Figure 16.1).

16.7 Conclusion
Viewing human mothering through an evolution-
ary lens highlights the fallacy of believing that
biology has programmed mothers to uncondi-
tionally love each and every child to whom they
give birth. It reveals the problem of seeing com-
mitted and self-sacrificing mothering as natural
and ambivalent and hostile mothering as unnat-
ural. It illuminates how raising children requires
mothers to negotiate a series of complex, precar-
ious and layered trade-offs, and it shows how
maternal negativity and child maltreatment can
arise from this.

Figure 16.1 Maternal maltreatment of children: possible
contributing factors
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The fact that evolved dynamics contribute to
some instances of harmful maternal behaviour
does not mean that such behaviour is either
acceptable or unavoidable. To assume that a
behaviour is justified or inevitable simply because
it has been subject to evolution is called the ‘nat-
uralistic fallacy’. Nobody argues that we should
endure the high rates of child mortality that have

characterised most of humanity’s existence, nor
that we are destined to do so. However, just as we
needed to understand disease vectors, nutrition
and sanitation to reduce child mortality, we need
also to understand the factors that arouse mater-
nal negativity and child maltreatment to better
address it. Evolutionary perspectives can offer an
important contribution to this understanding.
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