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I have two sons (Bram and Wickie) and a daughter (Pleuntje). 
The boys never tell me anything. They are too busy taking 
advantage of every opportunity to stare at some screen. Or 
they are rushing out of the door in search of one of their 
friends—that is, if one of them isn’t already visiting. They 
scream in each other’s ears, fight over the Wii controller and 
argue about which Pokéman has the power of water. Adults 
yelling ‘Can you be quieter?’ or ‘Stop that!’ is just a part of 
their natural reality.

Meanwhile my daughter just dances through 
all this chaos. She shares all her thoughts and 
provides a running commentary on all her 
actions. She notices when her mother is wea-
ring new shoes or sporting a fresh haircut. 
Our daughter is also very precise in telling us 
what she wants and the way she wants to get 
it. And guess who’s always curled up in her 
mama’s lap?

While girls have an eye for people and all 
those small human touches, boys retreat into 
their own boyish world of mechanical con-
nections and unfathomable feelings. Women 
often regard this world as aggressive and 
un-evolved.
 
This book hopes to explain to mothers how 
this world is richer, more sensitive and less 
evil than they might think. We are here to 
encourage mothers to shake up their views 
and help them escape this bubble of anti-
boy prejudice. Mothers can learn a lot from 
their boys. Having a son is a unique insider’s 
chance to learn about the secret world of 
males. And who can deny such a magical 
world filled dark bonds, unfulfilled dreams 
and secret loves?

Gerard Janssen, April 2009

StranGe LadS  
tHOSe LadS
Most mothers know what it’s like to be a girl. At one point she 
was herself a little princess who loved butterflies, mirrors, 
beads, shells, reading, sipping tea and chatting. And from that 
perspective, she regarded boys as strange blobs who lived in a 
strange parallel universe where airplanes, cars and dinosaurs 
are actually interesting.
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Sons	get	funny	ideas	into	their	heads	and	tend	to	have	a	lot	
of	energy	in	their	bodies.	They	like	working	with	their	hands.	
They	have	a	weakness	for	fire	and	fire	arms.	And	of	course,	
sometimes	things	go	wrong.	That’s	when	they	need	someone	
to	soothe	their	emotions	and	hide	the	evidence.	Enter:	Mom.	
She’s	like	Harvey	Keitel	in	the	film	Pulp	Fiction:	‘I	am	Mister	
Wolf.	I	solve	problems.’	

A	disaster	has	just	occurred.	Milk	has	spilled	over	the	home-
work,	a	pot	of	ink	goes	airborne,	a	DVD	is	broken,	a	finger	is	
bloody	or	a	tooth	aches.	Mother	remains	calm,	takes	control,	
and	asks—without	judging	too	harshly—what	exactly	happe-
ned.	She	then	reaches	for	the	cupboard	to	get	garbage	bags,	
towels	and/or	bleach.	She	cleans	the	DVD	or	binds	the	finger,	
before	cleaning	up	everything	up	in	just	a	few	seconds.	She	
has	knowledge	about	painkilling	herbs	and	anti-itch	salves.	
And	of	course	she	makes	the	best	hot	chocolate	in	the	world.

MOMMy 
iS tHe SWeeteSt

remove oil paint
Weave baskets
arrange flowers
remove berry stains
Provide painkillers
Mend tennis rackets
Make apple pie
Care for a wounded bird
Unplug noses
Soothe itchy throats
Make chocolate mousse

Simmer a bouillon

Stop time

Make garbage disappear

Hide evidence

Provide alibis

read thoughts

Knit sweaters

Mend judo outfits

trim hedges

detangle hair

think practically

Multitask

it’s not just about being a ‘loving mother’ or 
always having the juice on standby. it’s more 
complicated than that. the ideal mother has 
to retain a cool head while she solves problems 
and supplies a steady stream of freshly-baked 
cookies.

And	that’s	not	all.	A	real	mother	can	do	a	lot	more	than	Mr	
Wolf.	A	real	mother	smiles,	has	sparkles	in	her	eyes	and	is	
the	object	of	many	little	boys’	crushes.	She	makes	jokes,	
mixes	up	pancakes	and	throws	together	the-best-soup-ever.	
And	she	also	manages	to	always	have	something	sweet	in	the	
oven.	Where	there	is	a	mother,	problems	are	solved	and	the	
smell	is	good.

MOtHerS Can: 
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Why WoRkINg 
moThERS 
aRE RIghT

Money is important. Research 
shows that the children of 
working mothers do just as 
well as those of mothers who 
stay at home. However it’s also 
true that the children of poor 
mothers don’t do as well as 
those of rich mothers. Therefore 
it’s better to work and send 
your child to daycare, than not 
to work and be broke. In fact 
children like to brag about their 
cool mothers and their cool 
jobs—may it be flipping those 
delicious McDonalds’ burgers or 
driving the school bus.
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Mothers feel guilt. no 
matter how much they 
say that they stand 

behind their decision, both stay-
at-home mothers and working 
mothers still occasionally question 
their choices. and this doubt 
seems justified. While one report 
says that stay-at-home moms are 
doing it best, there’s always other 
research that glorifies the working 
mom. But one thing is clear (as 
american and German research 
has shown), every mother has the 
abilities of a district attorney when 

it comes to defending her position. 

moThERS aRE 
NEVER RIghT
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is it unnatural to leave one’s children behind in a daycare?

‘A	mother	might	be	happier	staying	at	home	with	her	children,	
but	she	doesn’t	have	to	do	it	for	their	benefit.	Research	into	
the	effects	of	stay-at-home	mothers	versus	working	mothers	
on	the	development	of	their	children,	asked	the	central	
question:
Do	children	in	traditional	breadwinning	pairs—where	the	man	
works	and	the	woman	stays	at	home—have	less	psychologi-
cal,	social	and	general	health	problems	than	those	with	both	
parents	working?	It	turned	out	that	there	was	no	difference.	
Children	of	working	parents	do	just	as	well	as	those	who	have	
one	parent	staying	home	doing	the	upbringing.’

but many mothers still feel guilty after dropping off their 
children at daycare...

‘That	guilt	has	to	do	with	culture.	For	example,	the	Dutch	see	
daycare	as	a	place	where	you	put	your	kid	away,	while	in	Den-
mark	most	believe	that	you	will	harm	your	child	if	you	don’t	

take	them	to	daycare.	Ideally,	daycare	provides	trained	profes-
sionals	who	can	add	extra	value	to	the	development	of	a	child.’

but isn’t it great for children if their mother stays home all 
the time?

‘American	research	came	up	with	some	surprising	results.	
Parents	were	asked:	‘What	do	you	think	your	child	will	answer	
if	we	ask	them	whether	they	wanted	their	parents	to	be	more	
at	home?’	Of	course	the	parents	all	expected	their	children	to	
answer	‘yes’.	But	they	didn’t.	The	children	were	very	proud	of	
their	parents’	jobs	and	their	relevance	to	society—that	they	
were,	for	example,	pilots	or	doctors.	Children	only	expressed	
frustration	about	times	when	their	parents	came	home	
from	work	stressed.	That’s	when	the	children	felt	a	lack	of	
attention.’

so a good mother should just go back to work a couple of 
months after giving birth? 

‘Yes,	in	most	cases	working	is	the	smart	thing	to	do.	We	know	
that	poverty	is	one	of	the	most	important	causes	of	behavioral	
problems	with	children.	Some	relationships	end	in	divorce	and	
the	resulting	alimony	can	dry	up	after	a	couple	of	years.	So	if	a	
mother	has	no	other	income,	they	will	quickly	end	up	living	at	
a	lower	standard.	The	big	question	is	if	it’s	necessary	to	work	
full-time.	Personally	I	like	the	‘two-times-four	model’	in	which	
each	parent	works	four	days	a	week.	Then	you	only	need	three	
days	of	daycare	and	still	have	enough	time	to	do	a	lot	with	your	
children.

GUiLt
We	asked	Saskia	Keuzenkamp	who	is	a	professor	in	
‘emancipation	in	internationally-compared	perspectives’	at	the	
faculty	of	Social	Sciences	at	the	Vrij	University	in	Amsterdam.	
She	has	studied	the	effects	of	working	mothers	on	the	
development	of	their	children.

Many mothers feel guilty when they leave their kids 
behind at daycare—especially at the beginning. But 
should they feel this way? 
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There’s nothing sweeter 
than crafting with the kids. 
Once the Japanese green tea 
is in the pot and a big box 
of colored pencils is on the 
table, you can just get down 
to it. And who needs heaps 
of money? With my sewing 
machine I can turn rags into 
recyclable party stringers 
which I can then sell via my 
webshop. Ka-ching

WHy Stay-at-
HOMe MOtHerS 
are riGHt
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In Scandinavia most believe that parents are denying their 
children if they are not sent to daycare.

‘Daycare	in	Scandinavia	is	of	a	much	higher	caliber	than	
most	other	places	in	the	world.	For	example,	in	the	
Netherlands,	daycare	professionals	are	usually	much	less	
educated	and	much	more	concerned	with	just	‘keeping	
the	children	occupied’.	They	often	do	not	have	the	correct	
child	development-based	training.	Lieselotte	Ahnert	of	the	

University	of	Berlin	did	research	in	2006	that	showed	that	girls	
are	more	likely	to	develop	safe	and	secure	relationships	with	
their	daycare	caregivers	than	boys.	While	they	do	adapt,	boys	
end	up	suffering	from	this	bad	bond.	In	the	worst	cases,	they	
can	enter	puberty	like	unguided	missiles.	That	might	sound	
funny	but	it	isn’t.’

What causes this lack of bonding?

‘The	majority	of	the	teachers	at	daycare	are	female	and	their	
manner	of	care-giving	fits	better	with	the	needs	of	the	girls	
than	those	of	the	boys.’

What has to change?

‘There	should	be	more	awareness	of	the	differences	between	
boys	and	girls,	and	more	appreciation	for	boys’	behavior.	Boys	
like	to	move,	observe,	wrestle	and	compete.	And	caregivers	
often	have	a	problem	with	this.	Therefore	women	should	be	
trained	in	how	to	deal	with	boys	and,	most	importantly,	more	
men	should	be	hired	as	daycare	workers.’

So should mothers not work because daycare for boys isn’t 
what it should be?

‘No,	that’s	not	necessary.	It’s	great	that	children	from	smaller	
families	get	to	interact	with	their	peers.	But	mothers	should	
convince	their	male	partner	to	spend	more	time	at	home.	You	
can	also	each	work	four	days	a	week	and	then	only	have	to	
arrange	three	days	of	daycare.	But	personally,	I	still	believe	
that	three	days	of	daycare	is	too	much,	even	though	this	varies	
per	child	and	family.’

Lauk Woltring has his 
own consulting bureau 
that gives training at 
various schools and 
government institutions 
about how to work with 
boys in daycare. He 
questions the ‘stalling’ 
of your children at a 
daycare.

Stay-at-HOMe
MOtHer
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MOSTly A: 
you’re a natural visionary. Start a 
trend-spotting firm.

MOSTly B:
you are taking the path of least resis-
tance. And if you keep it up, you might 
live to be 115.

MOSTly C:
you are a single mother. Or so we 
hope.  

MOSTly D:
Do you actually believe what you are 
saying?

WhaT kINd of
moThER 
aRE you?

1 a.	Two	bagels.	Sandwiches	are	so	last	year…b.	A	bag	of	chips.	Fast	and	easy!
c.	Lots	of	candy.	Our	dentist	is	a	real	cutie.
d.	Homemade	organic	bread	fortified	with	
omega-3.

you fill your son’s lunchbox with…

2 
When you are on the sidelines of a sports field…

a.	Sporting?!	Outside?!	That’s	old	school.	My	
kids	go	to	a	health	club.

b.	Sports	field?!	Outside?!	Are	you	crazy?	I’m	
staying	nice	and	cozy	at	home.	

c.	I	wear	short	leather	hot	pants.	There	are	
always	lots	of	guys	around!

d.	I	show	off	my	home-crafted	recyclable	bir-
thday	stringers	to	the	other	football	moms.

3 
to get my son away from a screen, i…

a.	Let	him	play	with	my	iPhone.
b.	Throw	a	bag	of	chips	a	few	feet	from	where	
he’s	sitting.

c.	Tell	them	to	stop	otherwise	I	will	invite	his	
‘new	dad’	over	for	a	sleepover.	

d.	Say	without	straining	my	voice	that	he	has	to	
turn	off	the	computer.

4 
4. your son’s friends call you…

a.	My	son’s	friends	don’t	even	know	me.	But	
they	do	love	our	robobabysitter	with	built-in	
webcam.

b.	Eucalypta.
c.	No	idea.	But	I	do	know	what	I	call	their	fa-
thers.	

d.	Without	exception:	‘Mama’.



22 23

‘With many species of apes, sons leave 
their parents more easily than daugh-
ters. Females are usually more domes-
tic and more prone to staying in the area 
where they were born. They more often 
end up dying within the same group 
they were born to. Males usually leave 
at adolescence. But chimpanzees and 
bonobos are exceptions. With bono-
bos, mothers and sons usually remain 
intertwined throughout their lives. They 
defend each other, and the mother can 
have a strong influence on her son’s 
ranking. A dominant mother can really 
help her son. She sets him on a pede-
stal, and thanks to her support, a male 
bonobo can achieve influential positions. 
This is different with the chimpanzee, 
our other close relative. Men are the 
core of the group, forming a sort of bro-
therhood of men. Sons have no desire 
for the support of their mothers. They 
are focused on other men and generally 
just regard women as sex partners.’

moThERS 
of the aNImal kINgdom

Boys are different than girls. But how does it work 
with our animal relatives the ape? are boy apes dif-
ferent than girl apes? do typical mother-son relati-
onships occur in the animal kingdom? We asked Jan 
van Hooff, a professor of behavioral biology.

With apes, are mother-son relationships different than 
mother-daughter relationships?

Do boy apes play differently than girl apes?

‘Our closest relatives, the chimpanzee and the bonobo, only 
have one form of playing: ‘biting each other’, both literally 
and figuratively. While playing behavior gradually disap-
pears as female apes get older, this does not occur with 
males. In fact they get more physical and rougher. Males 
also generally wrestle and fight more during play. And actu-
ally playing for them isn’t just playing but a way to measure 
strength. It teaches them what their boundaries are.’
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a good mother has 

the perfect part-time 

job, uses the best 

daycare and enjoys 

a flexibly-organized 

life. Of course no 

mother is perfect. 

But sometimes it’s a 

good idea to give the 

impression that you 

are..

do’S & doN’TS of a 
PERfECT moThER dO’s 

dO’s 
dO’s 

DON’ts
DON’ts
DON’ts
DON’ts
DON’ts

The anthropologist Sarah 
Hrdy compared the first 
humans with chimpanzees 
who in turn behave like 
marmosets. Tamarinds look 
each other in the eyes, use 
facial expressions and help 
each other with the raising 
of the young. Hrdy believes 
this shared mothering 
whereby, for example, 
grandmothers, fathers, 
female friends, teachers and 
daycare workers help in the 
raising of the child, lies at 
the basis of human capacity 

for empathy. A youngster 
that is not only brought up 
by a mother must constantly 
monitor the behavior of their 
other caregivers to make 
sure that they are indeed 
caring for them properly. 
Empathy is very important for 
such a youngster. Research 
has shown that the level 
of empathy is more with 
human babies who have older 
brothers and sisters, or are 
raised by multiple caregivers. 

Are humans more like bonobos or chimpanzees? 

‘A human is its own type. But it is true that human males 
usually wander further from home than women. They also 
often form their own special men’s clubs and don’t necessa-
rily depend as much on their mothers as they age. In a whole 
other way, human behavior more resembles that of smaller 
monkeys such as marmosets and tamarinds. Just as with 
humans, they share the responsibility of senior care. And 
since their babies are relatively large, males help with the 
carrying of young. And that’s why they form pair bonds like 
we do.’
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dOn’t

•	Ever	admit	you	are	annoyed.

•	Break	out	into	sustained,	
hysterical	laughter.

•	Play	with	electronic	gadgets.

•	Eat	chips.

•	Watch	a	DVD.

•	Toss	back	a	full	bottle	of	
wine.

•	Read	magazines.

•	Weep	openly.

•	Watch	afternoon	TV.

dO’s

•	Invest	in	a	cargo	bike	to	transport	
your	kids.

•	Buy	a	chalkboard	to	write	down	
the	next	two	months’	planning	
(including	menus).

•	Place	a	huge	agenda	on	the	table	
and	place	some	pencils	beside	
it.	Write	it	full	with	appointments	
and	then	draw	flowers	in	the	very	
few	remaining	empty	spots.

•	Leave	books	lying	around	with	
such	titles	as	The	Zen	of	House-
work.	

•	Supermarket	yoga:	balance	gro-
ceries	on	head	while	placing	son	
into	his	carry-pack.

•	Buy	everything	in	bulk:	bread-
sticks,	rice	crackers,	omega-3	
pills…

•	When	your	son’s	teacher	asks	for	
your	participation	in	some	activity,	
answer	with:	‘I’ll	have	to	move	
some	appointments	around	but	of	
course	that’s	no	problem.’

dO’s 
dO’s 
dO’s 
dO’s 

DON’ts
DON’ts
DON’ts
DON’ts
DON’ts
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Mothers	of	many	sons	live	
shorter	than	mothers	of	
many	daughters.	Each	son	
shortens	the	life	of	a	mother	
by	34	weeks.	Or	so	it	was	in	
the	period	1640-1870	with	
the	Saami	(or	Laplanders,	
as	they	are	known	by	the	
less	politically-correct).	By	
studying	church	documents	
from	that	time,	Finnish	
researchers	discovered	a	link	
between	family	composition	
and	the	age	in	which	the	
mother	died.	It	turned	out	
that	her	age	of	death	was	not	
dependent	of	how	children	
she	had,	but	how	many	sons	
she	had.

Why?	The	biologists	gave	
several	possible	explanations	

for	their	findings.	Because	
on	average,	a	baby	boy’s	
head	is	larger	than	that	of	a	
baby	girl,	it	costs	the	mother	
more	effort	to	bare	a	son	
than	a	daughter.	Also	it	is	
known	that	the	testosterone	
produced	by	male	fetuses	
suppresses	the	mother’s	
immune	system.	Therefore,	
having	multiple	sons	can	
mean	that	the	mother’s	
immune	system	ages	faster.	
And	of	course	there’s	another	
valid	explanation:	daughters	
are	usually	much	more	
helpful	than	boys	when	it	
comes	to	helping	around	the	
house.

This	‘boy-effect’	is	less	
obvious	today	since	mothers	

SOnS are 
Heavy LOad

Mothers of sons have every right to be proud. 
Popping out a daughter is peanuts next to baring 
a son.

don’t	have	as	many	children	
and	thanks	to	modern	
medicine,	infections	and	
diseases	are	much	less	often	
fatal.

But	it	still	seems	that	having	
a	boy	is	much	harder	on	a	
mother	than	having	a	girl.	
In	2007,	psychologists	from	
the	University	of	Nancy	
published	an	article	about	
the	living	standards	of	
181	French	mothers.	
The	researchers	
asked	the	women	
about	their	health,	

physical	condition,	pains	and	
mental	states.	The	answers	
showed	that	mothers	of	sons	
often	have	it	more	difficult	
than	mothers	of	daughters.	
Of	course,	another	possible	
explanation	is	that	these	
mothers	had	not	read	this	
book	and	therefore	were	
unable	to	communicate	with	
their	boys	in	a	non-stressful	
way.	But	that’s	just	a	theory.



	Retainer	in	place?

	Safety	helmet/hat?

	Warm	scarf	or	tie?

	Whistle?

	Gloves/mittens/
spare	retainer?

	Is	everything	
zipped	up?

	Jacket	on?

	All	the	snot	
bubbles	gone?

	Earplugs/ear	muffs?
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 I scream harder than my son when he falls off a swing.
 Whenever he goes cruising on his tricycle, I put on a 
helmet on him for safety.

 I decontaminate my hands with pure alcohol every time I 
make him a sandwich.

 I watch as he drinks his daily liter of yoghurt.
 I make him swallow vitamins.
 He never leaves the house in winter without his hat and 
gloves.

 He has to wear his orange jacket with green fluorescent 
striping so he can be seen by motorists a mile away.

 Every day he has to practice walking blindfolded from his 
bedroom to the front door. 

 There’s a poster in his room entitled ‘What to do during an 
earthquake’.

 He carries his own mini-can of mace.

oVERPRoTECTIVE 
MOtHer

A boy can handle a bump. If he walks outside without a 
jacket it doesn’t mean that his lungs will become immedia-
tely infected. If he stumbles and scraps his knee, he doesn’t 
always need a bandage. If a boy falls, he should be given 
the opportunity to suck up the pain and return to play. If he 
notices that he was actually successful at doing this, his self-
confidence grows.

Checklist for doting  mother

Have you checked more 
than three boxes? you 
should perhaps chill a bit.
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tHe H-WOrd

Most	boys	don’t	rate	hair	as	

very	important.	They	certainly	

could	not	care	less	about	the	

state	of	their	own	hair.	Some	

boys	are	not	even	aware	if	

they	wear	it	long	or	short.	

That’s	why	mothers	have	so	

much	freedom	when	it	comes	

to	their	son’s	hair.	Some	

mothers	take	advantage	of	

this	by	taking	inspiration	from	

the	haircuts	of	children	of	the	

rich	and	famous.	A	mother	

can	opt	for	a	professional	

designer	to	sculpt	into	

something	very	unique.	Your	

son	will	probably	love	that,	

especially	if	he’s	allowed	

to	put	purple-blue	hair	gel	

through	it.	But	two	minutes	

later,	he’ll	have	forgotten	

about	it.

But	what	really	annoys	a	boy	

is	if	his	mother	is	always	

fiddling	with	his	hair	or,	

worse,	always	talking	about	

it.	Some	mothers	seem	to	

see	only	hair.	If	the	apple	

of	her	eye	has	just	played	a	

football	match	and	is	tired	

and	just	wants	to	go	home,	

she	will	chose	that	time	to	

say	‘you	really	have	to	go	to	

the	barber	soon’.	If	he’s	just	

performed	a	starring	role	in	

the	school	musical,	she	will	

say:	‘Your	hair	looks	good.	It	

looks	so	nice’	before	starting	

to	compulsively	rake	her	

hands	through	it.	For	boys	

this	is	strange	behavior.	And	

perhaps	they	have	a	point.	
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An Aquarian is a strange lit-
tle fellow. He believes that 
he immediately understands 
everything that comes his 
way, and he’s always ready 
to communicate his wisdom 
to others. Aquarians know 
everything about dinosaurs 
and naturally like to share 
this wealth. They are also 
little inventors who like to 
take a thing and set it on 
fire or drop it from a great 
height.

A Capricorn combines a bit 
of Earth with a dash of Sa-
turn. They are never satisfied 
when it comes to candy and 
toys. little Capricorns can 
spend hours behind any type 
of screen. When coloring they 
will try to stay inside the lines, 
but aren’t always successful. 
When a Capricorn stumbles 
one should not worry: where 
there’s a will, there’s a way.
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