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Mothers who shaped us

VALERIE VISANICH

I recently came
across a deeply
poignant Maltese
song titled “Jien ma
nahdimx” (“I don’t
work”) by Karen
DeBattista.

t is a beautifully crafted,

poetic plea voiced by a

mother whose daily life re-

volves around turning a

house into a home for her
children and husband. The lyrics
offer a moving reflection on the
invisible labour and emotional
dedication that often go unac-
knowledged. It captures the
quiet strength and selflessness of
women whose contributions
have historically been underval-
ued simply because they didn’t
come with a paycheque.

When we talk about women
and empowerment, the focus
often lands on working mothers,
typically younger women with
access to education and career

opportunities. But in doing so,
we overlook an equally impor-
tant generation: my mothers’
generation, now in their third
age. These women lived within a
social framework that defined
them primarily as housewives
and caregivers. Opportunities
were scarce, and recognition
even rarer. Yet their contribu-
tions were profound. They mas-
tered essential life skills. Many
sown their own clothes, ran
households with precision, and
provided the invisible labour of
emotional support. Often in the
shadow of their husbands, they
sustain families and shaped fu-
tures, quietly but powerfully.
This is not to say that they lacked
any form of agency.

Yet opportunities for these
women were severely limited.
Unless they secured a place at
the teaching college, their em-
ployment options were largely
restricted to roles as secretaries,
nurses, or bank clerks. For many
who became wives before 1981,
the marriage bar legislation
forced them to resign from their
jobs upon getting married, effec-
tively excluding them from the
workforce. As a result, they be-
came financially dependent on
their husbands, with little recog-
nition of their unpaid domestic
and emotional labour. Their po-
tential was often curtailed not by
lack of ability, but by structural
barriers that dictated what
women could and could not do.
Their voices were often muted
by a system which domesticated

“For many who
became wives before
1981, the marriage
bar legislation
forced them to
resign from their
jobs upon getting
married, effectively
excluding them from
the workforce. As a
result, they became
financially
dependent on their
husbands, with little
recognition of their
unpaid domestic
and emotional
labour.”
them to the confines of their
home.

They are an extraordinary gen-
eration. Born in the aftermath of
the Second World War and
shaped by a century’s worth of
change within a single lifetime.
From the arrival of the first tele-
vision sets in their homes to the
rise of the internet and mobile
technology, they witnessed a
world transformed. Their lives
were marked by dramatic shifts
in civil liberties, social norms,
and the physical landscape of

Malta. These women navigated
the evolution from traditional

roles to a more liberal society,
often quietly adapting while car-
rying the emotional and practical
weight of their families. Their re-
silience and adaptability remain
deeply inspiring.

They were a generation who,
despite limited opportunities in
their own youth, seized the grad-
ual opening of the educational
system and channelled their as-
pirations into their children’s fu-
tures. With determination and
sacrifice, they encouraged aca-
demic achievement. They be-
came the quiet architects of
generational advancement,
pushing forward change through
care, and untiring belief in the
potential of the next generation.

Remembering my mother’s
cooking and sewing skills isn’t
just a bittersweet wave of nostal-
gia. It represents the fading
legacy of a generation of women
who dedicated their lives wholly
to the well-being of their fami-
lies. These mothers built their
identities around care, selfless-
ness, and resilience. This is not to
suggest that today’s women
value family roles any less, but
rather that their identities are
now shaped by a broader spec-
trum of responsibilities, includ-
ing professional aspirations and
personal fulfilment beyond the
domestic sphere.

Usually, I choose to weave
songs and lyrics that hold deep
meaning into my articles, as they
often serve as a soundtrack to
the emotions | want to convey.
This week, however, it has been

a particularly difficult task. From
Elvis Presley’s “Mamma Loved
the Roses” to Dolly Parton’s “Coat
of Many Colours” and ABBA's
“Slipping Through My Fingers”,
each of these powerful and emo-
tional songs encapsulates a
mother’s love in ways that words
alone often can’t. They speak to
the tenderness, sacrifice, and re-
flecting on the bond between
mother and child.

Mother’s Day holds a paradoxi-
cal weight for me, bringing both
gratitude and grief. It is a day
marked by both absence and
presence, loss and renewal. I've
already spent a third of my life
without my own mother, yet it
was 13 years ago on Mother’s
Day that I became a mother my-
self.

Rightly so, social media today is
flooded with heartfelt odes to
mothers. As we celebrate the
beauty, strength, and dedication
of mothers, we need also to ac-
knowledge the complex emo-
tions this day can evoke. For
many, Mother’s Day is not only a
celebration but also a source of
quiet sorrow - the loss of a
mother, the grief of an unborn
child, or the heartbreak of unful-
filled attempts to become a
mother. These experiences often
go unspoken, yet they touch a
deep and tender place in the
hearts of many today.

Wishing all readers a heartfelt
and peaceful Mother’s Day.

Prof. Valerie Visanich is an Asso-
ciate Professor in Sociology
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