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ABSTRACT: Vazquez-Diaz de Leon’s (2024) study explores mothers’ uses of music in
everyday life, illuminating the potential of this reciprocal process in supporting the
quality of mother—infant interactions and maternal bonding, while also supporting
maternal identity, regulation and coping during motherhood. This commentary calls for
further matricentric focused research that acknowledges the social and cultural context
of ‘matrescence’ as a significant and transformation shift into motherhood that is largely
underrepresented and warrants further exploration and discourse into how this period
may intersect with mothers’ musical engagement in everyday life.
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THE powerful interactive potential of shared musicking to support early parent-infant bonding is a well-
documented arena of research that offers a solid theoretical base underpinning the work of many
multidisciplinary professionals, across various fields. Vazquez-Diaz de Leon’s mixed methods study
exploring mothers’ uses of music listening and singing with their baby during everyday life as a new mother
and its relationship with facilitating maternal-infant bonding and attachment contributes an important
perspective to this well documented discourse. It supports the strong evidence-base of the highly reciprocal,
intrinsically co-regulatory and socially bound nature of musical engagement between mother and infant
(Malloch and Trevarthen, 2009; Papousek, 1996), shedding further light on the ways in which music listening
and singing can support maternal self- identity, regulation of mood and coping, which also serves as a key
influence impacting the quality of mother-infant bonding. This paper offers us some early matricentric
insights into the influence of motherhood as a social and cultural context on a mother’s use of and engagement
with music.

As Winnicott’s (1960) seminal theory of the parent-infant relationship states, “there is no such thing
as a baby” but a mother and infant connected. This historically prevailing theory of mutuality for mother and
baby to flourish in their relationship together continues to underpin contemporary attachment theory and
research within the infant mental health field today. It also offers a robust theoretical framework for the
significant role of attuned musical engagement and interaction to support early development across infancy
and beyond, that identifies the primary caregiver as integral to optimal infant outcomes (Po¢wierz-Marciniak
& Harciarek, 2021) Yet, this evidence base remains predominately infant-centric and we are still missing key
understandings of the maternal experience to best support both the infant and mother as individuals, and as a
dyad.

THE COMPLEX INTERSECTION OF MUSIC AND MATRESCENCE

As Vazquez-Diaz de Leon’s study begins to identify, despite our growing knowledge of the functions of
music as inextricably linked with our social and cultural contexts (DeNora, 2012), there is an obvious lack
of scholarship exploring the social and cultural context of motherhood itself and music’s function within this.
The term matrescence, to describe the life altering transformation of becoming a mother, was first coined by
anthropologist Dana Raphael (1975) nearly fifty years ago, and while it has been further elaborated on over
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the last few decades, there is still an obvious underrepresentation of research and inquiry into this significant
life transition for mothers. While more recent neurocognitive scholarship is articulating and investigating the
rapid and extreme hormonal and environmental changes of pregnancy that mark the transition to motherhood
as a major biosocial life event and sensitive neurocognitive developmental period (Orchard et al., 2023, p.
313), this research is yet to consistently partner with attachment scholarship.

Like the new mothers included in Vazquez-Diaz de Leon’s research, the context and experience of
becoming a mother warrants further curiosity and close investigation, as we attempt to better understand and
value how this period of matrescence may impact and interact with a mother’s lived experiences, including
their uses of, and experience of music. There has been a seminal publication on music and mothering that
combines contributions from a variety of scholars and artists that discuss the multiple and profound
relationships that exist between music and mothering (Rose, Ross & Hartmann, 2017). This text offers a
powerful early cry for music and motherhood to be appropriately positioned in the academic sphere as an
area of human experience demanding attention and resources. Moreover, the research of Savage (2017;2019)
in an Australian context, sheds necessary light on the complexity of musical appropriation in and across
motherhood. Her research illuminates the contradictions of early musical engagement as both a reinforcer of
‘intensive mothering’ (Hays, 1996) practices at times and, a process of strengthening family ties and social
connectedness, belonging and emotional well-being.

Savage’s findings compliment Vazquez-Diaz de Leon’s results that revealed the complexity of the
mothering experience and uses of music also. While mothers found their use of self-selected musical
engagement and singing as a way to regulate their mood, cope with challenging aspects of mothering and
support feelings of connection with their baby, conversely, the ‘motherhood experience’ was consistently
described as having positive and negative associations. This speaks to an often under-represented, yet very
common lived experience of maternal ambivalence for mothers. Lowy (2020) defines this as a powerful and
dynamic encounter of both feelings of hatred and love that characterise the maternal experience, shaped by
the social, political and cultural institution of motherhood. The existence of both negative and positive
emotions in mothers across many facets of mothering, including when using music, needs to be normalized
and respected as an expectant experience of mothering within our society. This demands further investigation.

GROUNDING COMMUNICATIVE MUSICALITY IN CULTURE AND CONTEXT

Vazquez-Diaz de Leon’s research findings draw heavily on the seminal theory of ‘communicative musicality’
by Malloch and Trevarthen (2009) that underpins much existing music therapy practice and research with
infants and parents (Haslbeck, 2014; Malloch et al., 2012). These reciprocal and subtle musical moments of
shared intimacy that shape early mother-infant interactions provide us with a strong framework for beginning
to understand the powerful function of music to support mother-infant bonding. Yet, there remains gaps in
our knowledge of the context and culture of individual influences that shape a mother’s relationship with and
engagement in music when applying this theory to practice. The complexity of music as a social and intimate
process shared between humans demands the exploration of individual circumstances and cultural values,
attitudes and beliefs if we are to more deeply understand how we can best foster intimacy and well-being
through music (McLean, 2016).

This study of mothers’ everyday uses of music with their baby excluded any explicit data gathering
of a mother’s musical history, culture of music in their family, musical backgrounds or musical sense of self.
These cultural and contextual demographics are highly relevant when examining the interactional process of
music as a socially and emotionally bound construct for mother and infant. Moreover, our understanding of
musical identities as defined as performative, constantly evolving and negotiated across a range of social
contexts is very relevant here (Hargreaves et al., 2016). Especially within the context of becoming a new
mother and navigating a whole new identity and sense of self. For example, how has a mother’s negative
experience of singing in a school choir impacted her ability to engage in using her voice to sing to her new
baby? How does a mother raised in a musically rich home environment now connect with music listening
and singing for herself as a new mother? How does a neurodivergent mother dealing with sensory overload
use music listening in her early mothering experience? These are all just some questions that call for further
inquiry to explore the many complex and nuanced influences and variables that shape this intersection of
music and motherhood.
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CONCLUSION

To conclude, this commentary in response to Vazquez-Diaz de Leon’s research calls for further
matricentric focused research that acknowledges the social and cultural context of matrescence as a
significant and transformational shift into motherhood. Currently this life stage is largely underrepresented
and warrants further exploration and discourse into how this period may intersect with mothers’ musical
engagement in everyday life. Only through this acknowledgment of motherhood as a sensitive, highly
tumultuous neurodevelopmental period for the new and seasoned mother, may we then best support optimal
outcomes for both the infant and the mother through the powerful process of music.
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