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Exploring Motherhood
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Reviewed by Mileta Roe, Bard College at Simon’s Rock, United States

Emily Bloom’s affecting new book, I Cannot Con-
trol Everything Forever: A Memoir of Motherhood, 

Science, and Art, adds a new voice to existing first-
person accounts of pregnancy and parenting. Bloom’s 
approach centers her own experience in becoming a 
mother while probing the difficulties that present via 
references to literature and art as well as forays into the 
history and applications of medicine and technology. 

Conception, pregnancy, birth, and childrear-
ing—as natural as they are—do not come with one-
size-fits-all user manuals. Or guarantees. And despite 
the confident title of the bestselling volume, What 
to Expect When You’re Expecting, the road to mother-
hood is rife with, yes, wonder, but also with whatever 
life throws your way. No one expects, as the grieving 
Joan Didion wrote in Blue Nights (2012) while thinking back on her newly married 
daughter and son-in-law, “that such ordinary blessings would not come their way” 
(30). Ordinary blessings that might well include conceiving, having a dependable 
genetic code, or carrying a baby to term. For Bloom, the “gap between [her] ex-
pectations surrounding parenting and the reality” that she encountered was exactly 
what propelled her to turn to writing to understand the facts and feelings (10). The 
book’s introduction, which functions as a stand-alone piece, opens with a mothers-
and-daughters scene in a playground that anticipates the longer narrative arc; the 
intro ends by retelling the moment Bloom is compelled to begin composing her 
multi-layered experience, typing hurriedly on her phone while her daughter sleeps 
nearby in her stroller. Bloom taps out the blur of details, aware of the dangers (and 
necessity) of sharing “something inherently intimate” and making it public (14). 
Life writing, with its own gestation and unknown outcomes, needs to be attended 
to as well. 

Divided into two large sections (“Pregnancy” and “Motherhood”), the book 
takes place during seven momentous years: four pregnancies in total, one late miscar-
riage, one termination owing to a rare genetic disease, and then one beloved daugh-
ter, born with congenital hearing loss. As if the unexpected deafness wasn’t enough, a 
year later the baby is diagnosed with type 1 diabetes—a serious (and unusual) diag-
nosis that further complicates family life. Throughout the narrative, the author filters 

her feelings—of being pregnant and not pregnant, of the concerns and pressures of 
impending motherhood—through outward signs and designs: art, literature, Greek 
mythology, family lore, and other histories. 

Bloom is no stranger to literature and art, and allusions to writers and artists 
wander freely through her text, illustrating her thoughts and providing companion-
ship. Having earned a doctorate in English literature, she embarked on a career as 
an assistant professor, only to give it up a few years later when her husband, from 
the same graduate program, landed a bigger job, “the kind of job you didn’t turn 
down” (24). Rather than live apart, they prioritized being together to start a family 
and moved to New York City. In the absence of teaching and while grappling with 
the burdens of parenting, she finds herself shuttling “back and forth between ancient 
texts and modern diagnoses,” searching for patterns and an antidote to feelings of 
isolation (6).

The disappointment of her first miscarriage, amidst “the precarious and some-
times hostile landscape of early pregnancy,” provokes cascading storylines. She 

traces the history of pregnancy testing and ultrasound images (20). She contemplates 
the visibility and invisibility of pregnancy as registered by tests, by what one feels, 
what one sees, what others detect, what they cannot see. In one artfully constructed 
scene, she recalls a visit with a friend to the Met Cloisters, pursuing artistic depic-
tions of the Annunciation—the moment the Virgin Mary’s pregnancy is revealed. 
During implied dialogue juxtaposed with their viewing of Robert Campin’s Mérode 
Altarpiece, the author’s friend correctly guesses that Bloom is pregnant: life imitates 
divinely inspired art. In a separate museum visit with another friend, Bloom recalls 
her impressions of a dramatic three-panel work by French American artist Louise 
Bourgeois that includes two memorable images: one that seems to show a pubis or 
the womb’s interior and one that depicts a pregnant body from the outside. Bloom’s 
engaging description of the work runs parallel to her own shifting conceptions of 
pregnancy: “It is as if her pregnancy is both inside her body, piercing her womb and 
her mind alike, and reaching outside into the world. Her pregnancy is private and 
public, internal and external, bodily and cerebral at once. It is an entanglement with 
the world, with one’s own mother, and with one’s self ” (43). The third panel, a poetic 
text, concludes with the haunting phrase that Bloom borrows for her book’s title.

A later visit to the Dadaist room at the Museum of Modern Art provides a visual 
transition, through descriptions of illustrations that remind Bloom of DNA, to her 
next topic: the how and why of genetic screening and its implications for twenty-first 
century pregnancies. Having an older brother born with developmental disabilities, 
she has understandable sensitivities regarding stigmatization and eugenics—the his-
tory of which, she explains, is alarmingly entwined with the development of preg-
nancy tests and genetic screening. Then back to contemporary life: in the aftermath 
of the earlier miscarriages, her doctor recommends genetic screening that uncovers, 
improbably, that both Bloom and her husband are carriers of a rare and devastating 
genetic disorder (unrelated to her brother’s condition). The invisible made visible. 
When the fetus from her third pregnancy also tests positive for the disease, they con-
front an unimaginably fraught decision.
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Eventually, the birth of a daughter provides a welcome high point—a new life to 
be celebrated. Yet the narrated progression of medicalization begun in the pregnancy 
section steadily increases in the second part of I Cannot Control Everything Forever. As 
the mother of a child with congenital hearing loss, Blooms now traverses the terrain 
of infant audiology, hearing aids, the politics of deafness in hearing cultures, and lim-
ited access to early intervention services. And just ahead: the exhaustive, round-the-
clock monitoring and recording of glucose levels for a diabetic toddler, compounded 
by worries over accurate measurements, technology failures, and diet. In the book’s 
latter half, the maternal narrative threads its way through additional side stories that 
explore the author’s own family history, disability justice, the history of glucose test-
ing, the technology of diabetes management, and debates around cochlear implants, 
among others.

As for motherhood’s effects on the author, Bloom admirably (and honestly) owns 
up to the myriad musings and emotions she experiences: from the “strange com-

bination of rapt attention and boredom” she feels on the playground, to the magni-
tude of maternal responsibilities accompanied by inadequacy or guilt, to joy, to anger, 
to fear—of failure, of judgment, of the future (2). The disappointments that began 
with the difficulties of pregnancies fuse with the disappointment, at times resentment 
and grief, of having left a promising career only to drift into the female convention 
of caretaking. Given Bloom’s literary background, it is perhaps no wonder that from 
these reactions she braids broad strands across her own transitions and societal ex-
pectations: personal loss and suspicions of fate, notions of identity tied to kinship or 
career, humanity and its burgeoning interconnectedness with technology. To tie all 
this together, Bloom creates chapters that swing on relevant topics (“Genetic Testing 
and Me” from Part One) or themes with symbolic heft (“Sweetness” from Part Two 
on the treasured early years of parenting and the sugary dangers of diabetes). 

The book’s thoughtful internal structure mimics the twists and turns of real life, 
the force of memory and preoccupations, and the swells of information and circum-
stance that evade strict chronologies or facile comprehension. Beyond the artists and 
writers that Bloom mentions in her text, she draws on wide research and material 
from her childhood and her father’s diary, conversations with medical providers and 
experts, the stories of friends and family. One can imagine teaching or reading this 
book in the context of other nonfiction works that explore the risks, perceptions, and 
interventions related to pregnancy, the imposition or creation of narrativized mater-
nal identity within and across political-cultural contexts. Some works that come to 
mind include Leah Hazard’s Womb: The Inside Story of Where We All Began, Sandra 
Steingraber’s Having Faith: An Ecologist’s Journey to Motherhood, Maggie Nelson’s The 
Argonauts, Jazmina Barrera’s Linea Nigra: An Essay on Pregnancy and Earthquakes, and 
Honor Moore’s A Termination. 

Life writing forms the core of I Cannot Control Everything Forever. And though 
informative, Bloom’s deeply personal and beautifully spun account raises more ques-
tions than answers related to science and technology. For her, the expectations on 
mothering have not lessened, but rather the “stakes” have increased, owing to “ad-
vances in the science and technology of bringing children into the world and caring 

for them” (12). When, for example, do medical tests yield too much knowledge? 
What are the ethical limits of assisted reproduction and gene editing? Her own at-
tempts to mitigate the increasingly medicalized experience of pregnancy and caring 
for her child sometimes veer toward a fear of technology in general. But her observa-
tions regarding disability injustice, access to care, and the private and public costs of 
health inequities ring uncomfortably true. In the end, I Cannot Control Anything For-
ever shows us that while becoming a mother is anything but ordinary, writing from 
one’s “entanglement with the world” can yield extraordinary results.


