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Abstract

This research explored how mothers, who are recipients of the institutionalized social support

system, felt their understandings and experiences of mothering were shaped by their interactions

with system frontline workers. Using henneneutical and critical interpretive epistemologies

grounded in Feminist methodology, this research explored the negative influence mother­

blaming beliefs had on mother/worker interactions. Specifically, this research found that

mothers' experiences of their interactions with frontline workers were fraught with experiences

of oppression and disrespect. Examples shared by the mothers, such as surveillance and living in

a fish bowl; unsolicited support; trust and obey; and using personal and institutional power to

disempower were all themes giving voice to mothers' experiences of mother-blame. The power

differentials in worker/mother interactions were explored in this research as were the mothers'

struggles between compliance and resistance to these complex dynamics. The role of frontline

workers' personal values, their position as workers of the system, and the larger societal contexts

within which mother/workers interactions reside were each examined. Recommendations for

personal, institutional, and societal change based on the mothers' critiques of their interactions

with frontline workers conclude this work.



For the mothers who participated in this research
I hope you hear your voices loud and clear
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Chapter I: Introduction

Mothering, Mother.Blame, and Newfoundland and Labrador Society

fU)nderlying this rhetoric (Ife policy choices based upon assumptions and
beliefs about political priorities, human motivations, and the nature of work and
family. These assumptions often receive little scrutiny by politicians and the
media and therefore remain largely uncontested. In facl, the public is often told
that we have 'no choice' in our public policies, which;s clearly untrue. To
understand the outcomes ofsocia/-program rejoml, it is imparlum to analyze
not only the constraints on policy making bllt also the implicit assumptions
behind the choices that are available (Baker & Tippin, 1999 p.38).

Have you ever stopped and wondered about the way in which you live your life? Have

you ever questioned your belief systems? Or, have you ever had an experience that

challenged your frame of reference? I have experienced all three of these instances

throughout my journey of this thesis. Prior to my inspiration from Baker and Tippin

(1999) to explore and challenge the social injustices surrounding me,l was inspired by a

group of mothers. What has been interesting to me is the reaction most people have when

they hear me say that I have been inspired by these women. They are not academics,

engineers, or any other elite association one would link to the word "inspire." Actually,

these women are typically associated with antonyms of the word "inspire."

Why is this? Because they are mothers who receive government-funded social services,

such as housing and financial assistance. They are often referred (0 as being "in the

system" in Newfoundland and Labrador. Within my earlier frame of reference, the

mothers who inspired me belonged to "those people" who lived off the government

because they did not want to work. People "in the system" were always shunned in my



home community. They were the ones who lived a life of luxury off the backs of the

working poor (that would be everyone else in my home community).

How did these mothers inspire me? Their narratives challenged my frame of reference,

causing me to stop and wonder about the way I view the world around me. Hearing

stories repeatedly about the poverty they called life abolished my learned assumption that

life "in the system" was luxurious. The more they disclosed, the more shocked and

confused J became. Not only did they shake my understanding of their world, they also

debunked my understanding of my future occupation; a frontline worker in "the system,"

meaning a paid professional to provide formal suppon to individuals and families in the

community.

The mothers spoke of deeply disempowering encounters in worker-client interactions

which went against all my preconceived notions. Thus I began my journey to explore

these mothers' realities of the Newfoundland and Labrador institutionalized social

suppon system, specifically their interactions with frontline workers. I wanted 10 know

the realily of life "in the system" as well as life interacting with fronLline workers.

Minimally, I hoped thaI a better understanding would make a difference in my future

interactions with people as a counsellor. From a larger scale, I hoped that maybe I could

share this newfound understanding with others, beginning a larger exploration about a

reality which seemed misunderstood within my frame of reference.



This research examines how mothers receiving institutionalized social suppon in

ewfoundland and Labrador would describe its' influence on their understandings and

experiences of mothering. Specifically, this research examined the understandings and

experiences of mothering for members of a process group that explored intergenerational

abuse. Originally, the main question for this research was "how would members of the

intergenerational abuse process group describe the influence of institutionalized suppon

on their understandings and experiences of mothering? Due to the mothers' passionate

emphasis on their experiences with the frontline workers in their lives, the research

question evolved to explore more specifically how members of the intergenerational

abuse process group described the influence of interacting with frontline workers in their

understandings and experiences of mothering? Here the mothers' interactions with

frontline workers became an imponantlandscape from which to view their experiences of

the institutionalized social suppon system.

There are three key terms that need to be defined. First, I coined the term institutionalized

social support system to include a variety of terms used within the literature referring to

public assistance. It includes all forms of suppon that is external to the individual,

including mental health workers (psychiatrists, psychologists, counsellors, social

workers, etcetera), public sector workers (financial assistance aids, public housing

officials, teachers, etc.) as well as any other son of field that influences the daily lives of

the panicipants and their families. Other terms such as "the system", public assistance,

and welfare have the same meaning, and will be interchanged throughout this thesis.

Second, the term!rolllline worker refers to professionals who work directly with the
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public and are employed by the institutionalized social support system (e.g., social

workers, psychologists, financial assistance workers, counsellors, doctors, educators,

public officials). Finally, the term inrergeneralional abuse, also known as

intergenerationai transmission is defined by social learning theorists as a "cycle of

violence" that is learned within the family and passed down through generations (Cappell

& Heiner, 1990). It is acknowledged as a central link in the mothers association wilh the

"bad mother" status. Further exploration of this topic will occur later in this chapter.

This research is significant and timely. First, the current provincial Conservative

government has invested monies to explore and modify social policies that directly affect

families who receive institutionalized social supports due to recent public criticisms of

our child protection regulations. It is hoped that this research will provide a perspective to

be considered during this process due to the paucity of research in this field that is based

within our province. There have also been recent federal political announcements by the

Conservative government stating that gender discrimination is considered a "thing of the

past." This research is an indicator that it is indeed still in existence and is still affecting

the daily lives of Canadian families.

Locating myself within the context of this research

There are three reasons for my interest in this topic. First, I have a personal interest in

studying mothers within Newfoundland and Labrador. Throughout my life, I have

watched many mothers, including my own, within my rural Newfoundland community

struggle to meet the needs of their families. At a young age I observed mothers dealing

with the complex issues created by the economic and social strains that were innuencing

our community. Many held full-time jobs in other communities, supported extended



family members, while also being the sole parent within the home due to their husbands

working out of province in seasonal work. These women were not only expected to

maintain the upkeep of the home, but to also balance their children's extra-eurricular

activities, be involved in community development, while also being a liaison between

their husbands and the community. I witnessed stress and discontentment from the

mothers and a great deal of judgment from the community. Each woman was criticized

for the way in which they chose to balance their responsibilities. Women who expressed

their feelings were considered mentally unstable and unfit mothers. It was uncommon for'

them to talk about the stress in their lives for fear of judgment from the community. As

my mother told me many times, "women just can't win."

Second, I am a woman who was raised within an "intergenerational abusive"

environment, have past experiences with formal suppon workers, and lived within a

social community that was neither accepting nor supportive; therefore I have a personal

interest in the common factors that brought the mothers of this research together in the

intergenerational abuse process group. I know first-hand how significantly violence and

abuse can affect a person's wellbeing and empowerment. I have experienced hardships

throughout my childhood ranging from the effects of financial insecurity to child

molestation, substance abuse to bullying, and peer violence. I know what it feels like to

feel unsupported by social systems throughout these experiences. I have chosen to take an

active part in both understanding and effecting change to bener women's lives.

Finally, I have always had a great interest in being a mother. Ever since I was a teenager,

I have tried to learn as much as possible about children. I particularly have been drawn

towards mothers, asking questions, and trying to understand the amazing relationship

between them and their children. Now that I am a mother, I have a passion to debunk

limiting societal assumptions about mothering. Glorified expectations and unforgiving



judgmenlS that are aligned wit.h the social role of Mother need to be interrogated and

challenged. From waitresses openly shunning me for bringing my daughter to their place

of work to complete strangers readjusting my daughter in her snuggli, I have experienced

the reality of women being continually constructed as not being "good enough" as

mot.hers. For women who receive institutionalized social support, as this t.hesis reveals,

t.hese forms of "mother-blame" are often that much more prevalent and impeding of their

lives. The conceplS of mother-blame and good enough mothering will be explored in tbe

following literature review.

Putting it into context: A literature review

The main themes presented by the mothers of this research have also been explored in

academic literature. There are six themes that will be unpacked in this section. I) the

social definition of mot.hering; 2) mother-blame; 3) experiences of mot.hering and mot.her­

blame ,oin t.he system;" 4) mothers' experiences of frontline workers; 5) the

Newfoundland and Labrador context and how it relates to mothering; 6) t.he term

"intergenerational abuse" as an example of systemic mother-blame.

I) Defining mother: An exploration of mothering

What is it like to be a mother? It seems like a very simple question; however, when trying

to form an answer, it becomes difficult to clearly define. For t.hose who are not yet

mothers, conceptualizations reside with experiences of mother-figures combined wit.h

portrayals of mothering constructed within the dominanl culture. Prior to this research, I

would have answered this question simplistically: a mother is a woman who has given

birth or adopted a child and who provides unconditional nurturance and guidance in the

most geotle,loving way possible. My past belief aligns specifically with Wolfs (200)



definition of "the American cliche 'mom and the apple pie," who stated that "[b]irth is

viewed through a softened lens of pink haze: the new baby and radiant mommy in an

effortless mutual embrace, proud papa nearby" (pA). The role of mother becomes the

ultimate representation of woman; kind, gentle, unconditional, white North American.

heterosexual and middle class.

Understandings of mothering are not limited to physiology. Gordon (1990) stated that

"[r]eproduction and motherhood are social as well as biological. The structural and

cultural underpinning of the representation of women as mothers is so strong that all

women are potential mothers; their vocation as women is defined in tenns of

reproduction" (pA9). Thus, there is an assumption made about the role of female. where

there is an expectation that all women not only will become mothers, but yearn to become

mothers as well The celebration of Mother then results in the social isolation of non­

mothers, either those who have been unsuccessful in conceiving, women who have

chosen not to conceive, or those who live apart from their biological children (Crow &

Gotell, 2000; Gordon, 1990).

Our understandings of Woman and Mother are not only socially associated, they are

intertwined in the metanarrative of Female (Chase & Rogers, 2(01). Gordon (1990)

highlighted that motherhood, being a part of feminine development, is highly influenced

by the stereotypes embedded in the social definition society held steadfast within Western

culture. Feminist literature argues that this intertwining of social identities occur much

earlierthan puberty (Chase and Rogers, 2001; Gordon, 1990; Wolf, 2001). Socially,



many things associated with Female that reinforce a submissive ideation are introduced

in childhood (Gordon, 1990). Young girls understand their social roles as Female and

Mother are within this patriarchal defined context.

Based on Gordon's (1990) perspective, the world in which we raise our daughters

purposely guides their development within a sociaJ construction of their maternal side

through the environmental influences such as the sorts of gender-specific toys, television

shows and clothes. Girls who show interest in maternal activities, like playing with dolls

or beauty accessories (thus increasing their likelihood of being desirable for men in her

fUlure) are positively reinforced (Gordon, 1990). Petite figures, long eye lashes, and shiny

hair are praised and favored within our society (Gordon, 1990).

The complexity of mothering. According to Wolf (2001), this discrepancy between

the socially accepted fairytaJe and the reality is the fundamental shock for mothers

"because of the power of that image, many women feel pennitted to ask few questions;

we too often blame ourselves, or turn our anger inward, into depression, when our

experience is at odds with the ideal" (PA). Parker (1995) portrayed the constructions and

pressures placed onto women to perform such idealizations, stating:

How a mother feels about mothering-or the meanings it has for her-are heaviJy

detennined by such cultural representations of motherhood. These, I suggest, are

becoming more static and idealized as the mobility of women's Jives increases.

Yet- as this is important- they are not only imposed on mothers. We all help to

maintain them. Becoming a mother inevitably entails encountering dissonances



and disjunctions between the lived experience of mothering and the sometimes

contradictory yet usually prescriptive or normative ideals that mediate mothering

(p.2).

Women struggle with their notions of mothering because their lived experiences do not fit

the social messages they hear in everyday life. Swigart (1991) postulated lhat mothers

feel dissonance because they know little about their role as care-giver, because of the lack

of support and open communication about raising children in our society. Parker (1995)

explored the concept of maternal ambivalence, stating that it stems from mothers' co­

existing feelings of love and hate for their children due to the cultural restraints on open

discussions about the reality of mothering. It also results in women's ill-preparation for

this life change (Swigart, 1991; Parker, 1995). Women report feeling isolated, helpless,

lonely, overwhelmed, depressed, and grief-stricken when they first became mothers

(Hanna, 200 I; Keating-LeOer & Wilson, 2004; Keating-LeOer, Hudson, Campbell­

Grossman, Fleck & Westfall, 2004; Scarbrough, 200 I). Single mothers also reported

feeling pressured to marry so to provide a father figure after childbirth. The mothers'

ability to provide a "stable home" takes priority over her happiness (Scarbrough. 2001).

Swigart (1991) also recognized mothers' struggles with the social expectation that the

child's interests take precedence over the mother. Women are expected to maintain a

certain level of appearance and performance regardless of the added responsibilities

mothering entails (Swigart, 1991). Western society has coined the phrase "letting herself

go" to describe the changes a women endures during this life change. Mothers are

expected to place themselves last in their prioritizations, otherwise they are judged as

being selfish; yet, they are equally judged when the effects of the lack of self-care is

evident (Brown. Lumley, Small, & Astbury, 1994). This example speaks to the absence
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of support, understanding, and nurturance for the primary building block of our society:

family development.

Feminist literature has conveyed the message that significant social change has to occur

in order to establish a supportive environment for mothering (Bashevkin. 2002; Brown ct.

ai, 1994; Caplan, 2000; Chase & Rogers, 2001; Coney, 1999; Parker, 1995; Swigart,

1991; Wolf, 2001). Swigart (1991) presents her argument that the current social context

hinders mothering rather than empowering women:

We must acknowledge women's competitive slrivings, their desire for recognition

and esteem, and their need for creative self-expression. We must be reminded that

there are times when the needs of the care·giver are more important than the

needs of the child. We must consider the care-giver's need for refueling-fof care,

nurturance, support- to counteract the insidious myth that mothers are an endless

source of love and emotional sustenance. If we decide that our own goals are

more important than anything else, we must know the impact this will have on

ourselves and our children. Otherwise we lose the possibility of understanding

and correcting errors (p. 38).

Swigart (1991) chaJlenged the false belief that mothering is fulfilling for women, in and

of itself, negating any other personal goal that a woman may have. Swigart (1991) has

also given voice to mothers' necessity to recharge oneself because of the daily

involvement mothering demands. In consideration of this perspective, the social pressure

for mothers to place themselves last in their priorities contradicts the best interest of both

the mother and child (Caplan, 2000; Chase & Rogers, 200 I; Swigart, 1991).
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In her exploration of the social reality of mothering. Gordon (1990) argued that there is

the lack of acknowledged individualism for the mother, stating "[m)otherhood contains

an ambivalent slatus to our society. Ideological rhetoric values women as mothers for the

work they do. and mothers enjoy a certain degree of esteem, which can be experienced as

positive" (p.60). Furthermore, she added "[blut the status is conferred to the mOlher as a

Mother, not as a person, or even as a woman. The social construction of motherhood and

mothers does not encapsulate the complexity of the experience of a woman who has

children" (p. 60). As Gordon (1990) relayed, society struggles 10 define and understand

Mother, women are esteemed from the role of MOlher, yet women are defined and

identified by this social role rather than as an individual. This realty places mothers in a

vulnerable social state.

2) Mother-Blame

The term "mother-blame" is not easily defined. Caplan (2000) proposed that mother­

blame is a form of sexism, paralleling it with other discriminatory phenomena such as

racism, and classism; however, unlike other forms of discrimination, she claimed that it is

still socially acceptable to engage in mother-blame discourse:

In this new century, just as racism has not vanished but has taken subtler forms­

becoming harder to pinpoint and auack- so has sexism taken subtler forms.

Blatantly woman-hating jokes are considered inappropriate in some social circles,

yet mother-bashing ones are not. Jokes about mothers and mothers-in-law are far
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more common than jokes about fathers and fathers-in-Jaw. It is terrible to be a

mother and know that you are expected to find them funny, that to be hurt instead

is to seem overly sensitive-or ridiculous (pAl).

Mother-blame can be viewed as a form of sexism that entails no form of social

restrictions for those who place judgment on mothers. The judgment does not limit itself

to outside bystanders; rather, mother-blame becomes embedded within the narratives and

lived experiences of mothers themselves, indicating that its' sLrength rests in its' efficacy

to achieve powerlessness in mothers:

MOlhers in this country experience one of two kinds of powerlessness: (I) the loss

of power to influence and direct a child's life in an intimate, immediate, daily.

hourly way which sublly shapes lhe young child's mind and soul; and (2)

powerlessness in the outside world where ambitions can be played out instead of

lived vicariously-where action and excitement. power and money seem more

within reach, where muscle can be developed to pull one's own weight and to

influence decisions that affecl both family and world (Swigart, 1991, p. 95).

This discrepancy between the idealization of mothering and lived experience has more

influence on mothers beyond self-perception. Based on Swigart's (1991) position, the

presence of mother-blame has not only resulted in mother's loss of control over their

personal preferences in their mothering style, it is a loss of personal opportunity as well.
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Caplan (2000) proposed that the explicit social intention of mOlher-blame is to create an

unequal power distribution between genders:

First, it does so by keeping women down, ashamed, frightened; we are the judged,

not the judges so insecure about our mothering behavior that we 'focus intensely

on being better mothers than before-even competing with our own mothers- rather

than trying to make things easier and less oppressive' for ourselves and other

mothe" (p.60).

Mother-blame infringes on the core of the mother-child relationship. Mothers experience

mother-blame from all avenues, making the personal political, in that those types of

social messages significantly impact daily living. Its presence impacLS the level of

security mothers have in their positioning within society. their families, as well as with

themselves.

Why do women need to be subordinated as mothers? Chase and Rogers (2001) argued

that the level of respect and admiration women receive because of their ability to bear

children is threatening to men. They argued that it is a biological phenomenon that

scientific attempts have not yet been able to duplicate; thus, men are not in a JX>sition to

eliminate women from the procreation process, yet, women have had the ability for some

time now to procreate without the presence of a man, as is seen in the case of artificial

insemination. This is considered threatening. Caplan (2<X>O) stated "men are afraid that if

women were freed from shame, anxiety, and fear, they could wield enormous power.

That frightens many people, especially men who don't want to share their power" (p. 61).
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In order 10 keep women's strength at bay, the patriarchy must use social means to ensure

security in favor of their efforts. In response (0 this, some feminists have chosen to refrain

from using the term "motherhood" because it refers to the patriarchal definition of a

mothers' experience; rather, feminists choose to use the word "mothering" because it is

the actions that mothers engage with their children, that can foster women's own

construction of themselves as mOlhers (Rich, J986).

What is power? Because this thesis explores different forms of power differentials

in the participants' lives that directly relate to their mothering through key themes of

mother-blame, such as female oppression and gender power differentials, it is important

to explore the meaning of power, particularly in relation to society. There is a lack of

consensus in how "power" is defined. One perspective is presented by Foucault (1970)

who stated. "power cannot be exercised unless a cenain economy of discourses of truth

functions in, on the basis of, and thanks to, that power" (p. 24). To funher this point,

Lyotard's (1984) concept of the grand narratives of legitimization commonly referred to

as the "metanarrative" or "metadiscourse" postulates that Western civilization has created

notions of being and existence that favor institutionalism, disciplinary practice. and

dominating social aggressiveness, all of which reneet and favor white Western

masculinity (Donovan, 2000).

According (0 Weedon (1987), social meaning, power. and individual consciousness are

all embedded factors within language. She developed her perspective of language by

illustrating how personal discourse relates to the social and political. Each discourse has a
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distinctive set of criteria that determines meaning which in fact is not individually created

or conlrolled. Power is not a "something" that is given to a specific individual. Power is

defined by a society through the everyday discussion and language we accept and engage

in, unquestionably in everyday life (Lyotard, 1984; Weedon, 1987), including our

definition of Mother (Chase & Rogers, 2(01).

How mothers experience mother·blame. Mother-blame is experienced by mothers

as being contradictive in nature:

The general purpose that mother-blame serves in our society becomes evident

when we start to examine the myths about motherhood and discover that even

mutually exclusive myths coexist. For instance, the myth that mothers need

experts' advice in order to raise healthy children coexists with the contradictory

myth that mothers naturally know all they need to know about child rearing.

Similarly, the myth that mothers are endlessly nunurant coexists with the

contradictory myth that mothers are endlessly needy and emotionally draining.

These conllicting myths serve an important function: they are all ways to justify

demeaning and mistreating mothers (Caplan, 2000, p. 60).

Caplan's (2000) analysis reveals no mother can be free from mother-blame; for every

mothering choice possible that we can make, there is also an opposite belief embedded in

its' discourse to challenge that decision. Unlike other meta-narratives where social

acceptance can be gauged by following specific actions or beliefs, mothering remains

embedded in ambivalence, where every woman is left to decipher the best choice. The

social phenomena of mother-blame is complex because of the contradictions embedded in
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its' discourse. Non-mothers become lost in what they believe is Mother and what they

witness from those in mothering roles. and mothers are challenged by what society has

informed them about their role and what they ex.perience in their daily lives.

Mother-blame invokes many negative emotions in mothers when it is present in their

lives. Swigart (1991) relayed the many sided dimensions of guilt mothers experience in

trying to make decisions in the best interests of their children, stating:

Guilt. Uncertainly. Trying to do it better this time around. Trying to give more.

Trying to be a better mother than Mother was. In spite of such feelings or because

of them, the guilt !.hat many mothers feel is endless and tyrannical. Guilt for

providing too much attention or not enough, for giving the child too much

freedom or not enough, for spanking or not spanking-these feelings are common

yet often hidden. The guilt of the working mother, the guilt of the mother who

does not have to work, the guilt of the mother who tries to do both- work part­

time and mother part-time- and feels both jobs suffer because of it; the guilt of the

mother who just wants to get away from her children, but doesn't feel she has the

right; the guilt of the mother who bolts, abandons her child; the guilt of the

mother whose child is showing signs of disturbance, unhappiness, physical illness,

the certainty you've somehow damaged your child pennanently, no matter what

you've done or failed to do (p.6).
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Swigart (1991) acknowledged that every decision a mothering has an equally valued

counterpart. This double-bind creates guilt and uncertainty for women. Swigart (199 I)

also portrayed mOlhers' resistance to the negative feelings mother-blame instills,

highlighting mothers' challenge and dismissal of the idealization of Mother because it

conflicts with their lived experience. Mother is also the unobtainable standard that

mothers are compared with daily, resulting in resenUDenl from mothers because of the

judgment they experience based on this idealization.

Good mother/bad mother discourse. There are two concepts on either end of the

mother-blame continuum: the image of the good mother and that of the bad mother.

Although they are polar opposites, there is a shared thread between both discourses:

The myth of the Bad Mother is a photographic negative of the other myth-that of

the perfect, all-giving mOlher. These myths encourage us to believe thal mothers­

either loving and gratifying or completely selfish and withholding-are solely

responsible for how their children tum out (Swigart, 1991, p.8).

The concepts of "good mother" and "bad mother" can be indicators of the complexity of

mothering discourse. According to Swigart (1991), not only is the "bad mother" figure

considered a potential danger to her child(ren), but her values are viewed as being

contradictory to that of society. There are a variety of mothers who have been grouped

under this category. A classic example of bad mother discourse is the American political

officials' candid use of the slang term "welfare queen" (Hancock, 2003). This term is

used to relay a variety of stereotypes such as "a drain on natural resources; don't work;
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lazy; generally dependant; single parent family; drug user; teen mother; long duration on

welfare; culture of JX>veny; illegitimate and an inner city resident" (p.7). They portray

the message to the general public: These women are riding your coat-tails by living off of

your hard- earned money.

This social image is a prime example of how patriarchal discourse influences individual

livelihood, where these belief systems become the primary driving force for the social

maltreatment these mothers and their children endure (parker, 1995). The "welfare

queen" is scorned in society. Social isolation and segregation are central tactics used to

respond to women faced with social-economical challenges:

'Bad' mothers are scapegoats. By turning from them in horror, by devising Jaws

to conlrol and punish them, we can quarantine our own hunful, neglectful

impulses and acts. Scapegoated <bad mothers' are also often poor, unmarried, and

targets of racism, burdens that typically make ordinary mothering extraordinary

difficult. But mothers in every class and social group harm their children. The

location of 'badness' in panicular races, classes, and family arrangements- or in

female more than male parents- allows the rest of 'us' to deny the harms we have

perpetuated as well as those we have suffered (Hanigsberg & Ruddick, 1999, p.

x).

In supporting the rejection of the bad mother scapegoat, parents are ensuring their own

security from being judged, including fathers. Without the "bad mother" as a distraction,
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there would be a higher likelihood of all parental challenges being noticed and

questioned. Of equal importance. the removal of the "bad mother" would alter social

expectations of the mothering role. Having an extreme for comparison rises most mothers

to a level of social safety from scrutiny because their challenges as parents are minor

when comparing them to the situations the "bad mother" faces daily (Cooey, 1999).

The "good mother" image has an equally detrimental consequence for mothers as well.

Chase and Rogers (2001) stated that based upon the Virgin Mary, the "good mother" is

defined by her purity and altruism:

We all know the ideal of the good mother. Above all, she is selfless. Her children

come before herself and any other need or person or commitment, no matter what.

She loves her children unconditionally yet she is careful not (0 smother them with

her love and her own needs. She follows the advice of doctors and other expens

and she educates herself about child development. She is ever present in her

children's lives when Ihey are young. and when they get older she is home every

day to greet them as they return from school. If she works outside the home, she

arranges her job around her children so she can be there for them as much a

possible, cenainly whenever they are sick or unhappy. The good mother's success

is renected in her children's behavior- they are well mannered and respectful of

others; at the same time they have a strong sense of independence and self­

esteem. They grow up 10 be productive citizens (p. 30).
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Chase and Rogers (200 I) presented the patriarchal purpose for the "good mother"

idealization. The good mother discourse aligns itself with many patriarchal favored

stereotypes. First, the mother takes the position of primary care-giver, releasing her male

counterpart from this role. Second, she is able to solve the social patriarchal puzzle, if

you will, and prove her worthiness by fmding balance in the contradictory mother

definition. Third, she seeks and abides by the advice given by "experts" who are the

frontline workers of the patriarchy, reinforcing pathology (patriarchal-favored discourse)

and power differentials between worker-recipient relations. Adding to this, she takes

responsibility for her own education, embracing her individualism rather than adjoining

with others for knowledge and support. Also, as an aspect of the primary care-giving role,

she places her career secondary to the needs of her children, and finally, she proves her

success through the success of her children rather than from personal achievement (Chase

& Rogers, 2001). Thus, the purpose of the good mother image is to suppon the best

interests of the patriarchy.

Caplan (2000) highlighted that mothers are equally fearful of the "good mother" stalUS:

Mothers are familiar with the Perfect Mother myths; even before their children

notice, they see where they fall short and fear their children's disappointment.

Mothers are as frightened of matching the Bad Mother myth as of failing to match

the Perfect Mother ones; in both cases, they fear that their offspring's (and other

people's) rejection and scorn. You'll notice the absence of a set of Reasonably

Good Mother myths (despite a few mental health professionals' attempts to
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speculate about the 'good enough' mother'). A mother is not allowed to make

many good efforts but be humanly nawed; she has to be perfect, because so much

is at stake-the physical and mental health of her children, for which she is

assumed to be totally responsible (p. 69).

To be placed upon a social pedestal is frightening for mothers. because once you have

risen to that status, the fall is detrimental. There is constant pressure 10 uphold this title,

continually having to prove worthiness. For some, their professionalism is directly tied to

this "good mother" status, fusing the professional and private together (Ladd-Taylor,

2004; Swigart, 1991); thus, (0 lose their "good mother" status within their private realm

threatens the mothers' credibility in her professional realm, making it even more

important to prove her status (Caplan, 2(00).

Caplan (2000) offered another alternative by forwarding the concept of "good enough"

mothering. Here the aim is to be satisfactory not either polar opposites of the mother·

blame spectrum. Campion (1995) explored this notion in reference to institutionalized

social supports:

Parents may need help to become good enough parents; Self-knowledge, self­

esteem, and the respect of society help promote good parenting but may fluctuate

over time; Parents need to feel empowered in their own decision making

regarding their child·rearing-not undennined by the expertise of professionals

(p.284).



22

Caplan (2000) Jed us to believe that it is the institutionalized social support system who

have been fronting the creation of this term. Campion (1995) asserted thallhe

empowerment of mothering can only begin when fonnal supports relinquish the power

differential in mother/worker interactions. promoting personal parental decision making

instead. What is even more significant to this area is the level of mother-blame that is

evident in fonnal support services. One area which has been researched in this topic has

been the judicial system. Hughes Miller (2004) stated that the definition of Mother is

based upon the perspectives of those who are considered "experts" in our society. She

challenges the concept of "expert," stating that it's inclusion within our legal system

results in stigmatization and disempowerment for mothers. The definitions shared by

these "experts" are then used to guide judicial decisions, which in tum influence

governmental belief systems as well; thus, the power behind the definition of Mother by

"experts" influences the perspective of Mother within Canadian culture.

Research also portrays mother-blame embedded within the mental health field. Allen

(2004) noted how current practitioner interventions still encompass traces of

psychoanalytic methodologies, where mother-blame was a significant concept in Freud's

theories of human dysfunctional behavior. Therefore, not only are mothers receiving

formal support socially stigmatized as bad mothers, there is evidence that the services

they receive to counter their "bad mothering" reinforces this social identity as well. Allen

(2004) believed that "the maintenance of the mothering ideal and the way mothers are

held accountable for the failure of intervention contributes on an individual level to a loss

of confidence or self-esteem, encourages non-compliance with therapeutic strategies and

enhances personal guilt and powerlessness about the child's situation" (p.9). She

concluded that mother·blame in the therapeutic alliance "becomes a self-fulfilled
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prophecy" (p.9) in !.hat the helper and client both begin to believe in the same concept,

and minimal to no improvement in the mother's life will result. These findings illustrate

the commonality of mOlher-blame because it is embedded in the many beliefs, theories.

and methodologies of our society and governments. and yet it is rarely acknowledged nor

challenged.

3) Experiences of mothering and mother-blame in "the system"

Women who receive institutionalized social supports are stigmatized in varied ways·

(Baker, 2004; Hancock, 2003; Hanna, 2001; Ladd-Taylor & Umansky, 1998; Little,

2001; Nicolas & JeanBaptiste, 2001; Scarbrough, 2001; Swigonski, 1996). There are a

variety of additional circumstances within this mothering! mOlher-blame context that is

specific to those who receive institutionalized social supports. These include negative

stigma, social isolation, and the possible apprehension of their children if they are

deemed "unfit" by formal support workers (Campion, 1995).

Mothers who receive institutionalized social supports experience having fewer familial

and informal supports in their lives due to the social complexities these formal

institutionalized supports create through association. Canadian, British, American, and

Aust.ralian literature document that it is common for mothers who are recipients of

institutionalized support to lose many of their informal social supports. There were many

reasons highlighted for this disconnect. Families disconnected due to the shame that their

relative was being judged by others. They reported fear that the mothers' social position

could become a reflection on them. Friends disconnected because of their inability to

accept changes in the new mothers' lifestyle. Panners disconnected due to their denial of

responsibility for the newly formed faniily unit. Finally, communities disconnected from

mothers because their pregnancy conflicted with accepted social norms (Hanna, 200 1;

Keating-Lefler, et aJ., 2004; Keating-Lefler & Wilson, 2004; Little, 2001).
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The literature also highlighted mothers' oppressive experiences that are integrated within

the formal supports they receive. The institutionalized social support system scrutinizes

mothers to ensure the proper use of lheir services (Hanna, 2(01). This scrutiny results in

stigmatization and social isolation for the families. Anti-fraud enforcement and

heightened professional intervention are demonstrations of the system's ideology that

mothers who received institutionaJized social supports are untrustworthy and potentially

precarious to their children (Baker, 2004; Featherstone, 1999; Jones & Unger, 2000;

Ladd-Taylor & Umansky, 1998; Lillie, 2001; Onega, 2002). These forms of surveillance

have a significant impact on mothers and their children (Albright & Tamis-LeMoncta,

2002; Greaves et aI., 2002; Raver & Leadbeater, 1999). Mothers reponed having negative

feelings, such as shame and guilt, along with increased stress and distress due to factors

associated with the institutionalized support system, such as the loss of independence,

loss of control over family, consequences of poverty, and malnutrition (Little, 2001;

Nicolas & JeanBaptiste, 2001; Scarbrough, 2001; Swigonski, 1996).

A variety of radical measures have been taken by mothers receiving institutionalized

social support in order to survive their dire circumstances. Little (2001) reported that

mothers in Ontario took drastic measures in order to compensate for the cutbacks in

social assistance such as sexual favors and revoking custody of children. Little also

documented that mothers disclosed returning to abusive partners in order to ensure

financial security because they were unable to support their children on the funding they

had received. Scarbrough (2001) presented mothers' reasons for dishonestly within the

system, concluding that saving their children from poverty and harm was of higher

priority than obeying welfare regulations. Women were also expected to contact potential

employers so to prevent losing their financial assistance, yet no support was provided for

transportation in this process (Little, 2(01). These policies do not provide leniencies for
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women with exceptional circumstances, including pregnancy. Little (200 1) documented

one pregnant women died with heatstroke because she was walking in an Ontario heat

wave in order to meet these standards. Although this tragedy occurred, social regulations

and policies have not changed, indicating both the level of significance these women's

lives have in "the system" as well as the level of accountability "the system" has within

our society.

4) Mothers' experiences with frontline workers

A consistent message within the literature was the mothers' dissatisfaction with the

rapport they had with the formaJ workers in their lives (Greaves et aI., 2002; Hanna,

2004; Little, 2001; Keating- Lefler & Wilson, 2004; Keating-Lefler et aI., 2004; Nicolas

& JeanBaptiste, 200 I; Ortega, 2002; Scarbrough, 200 1; Swigonski, 1996). They reported

feeling disrespected, misunderstood, judged, and mistreated (Nicolas & JeanBaptiste,

200 I; Scarbrough, 2(0)). There were two main themes in the literature surrounding

mothers' experiences with frontline workers. First, mothers reported experiencing a

power differential with the frontline workers in their lives. Second, the literature

highlights mothers' acknowledged lack of support from the formal supports in their lives.

The mother-worker power differential. There were documented incidences of

mothers experiencing negative interactions with frontline workers. Hanna (2001) made

note of young mothers' negative reactions to nurses who treated them as children rather

than as new parents. The workers' attitude and unsolicited advice regarding child-care

made the mothers angry and indifferent to receiving support from the nurses in the future

(Hanna, 2(0)). Keating-Lefler et a1. (2004-) documented mothers experiencing workers'

negative stigma because they received institutionalized social supports, where one

women shared "[m]y son's doctor, he treated me like I was just this piece of crap on

welfare" (p.393). It was also found that frontline workers purposefully humiliated
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recipients of formal supports through words and interactions. reinforcing the negative

stigma of being associated with "welfare" (McPhee & Bronstein, 2(03). Women also felt

as though they were a burden to the fonnal support workers in their lives. According to

Ortega (2002), mothers whose support network was mainly comprised of formal supports

felt that accessing these supports during a time of stress was inappropriate. The literature

indicates that mothers experience workers taking a higher authority in their interactions

which is insulting and disempowering.

Mothers' experiences of workers' lack of effort. The literature also highlighted

incidences where mothers felt there was a lack of effort by formal workers in supporting

them and their families. Keating-Lener et al. (2004) reported a lack of informational

support, where the mothers felt overwhelmed and frightened when bringing their

newborn babies home because of the inadequate information sharing they experienced

from frontline workers at the hospital. McPhee and Bronstein (2003) noted mothers'

frustrations with fonnal workers who did not share infonnation pertaining to the

institutionalized social support system, forcing the mothers to be dependant on the

workers for guidance "in the system." These authors also noted mothers' frustrations with

the minimal efforts of forma] workers, where the mothers' reported workers losing

important papers, not returning messages, or remaining tentative to their disclosures.

McPhee and Bronstein (2003) also indicated that the mothers experienced a lack of

leniency from frontline workers, who remained rigid in the systematic protocol regardless

of the potential harm and danger the protocol would cause in the mothers' life. Little

(200 I) documented similar experiences of Aboriginal women in Ontario, where these

women had to negotiate with their caseworkers for continued financial support because

the required paperwork needed by financial assistance were either not issued (Le. birth
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certificates) or not an aspect of their culture (i.e. bank statements). Conclusively. the

mothers did not feel supported or valued by frontline workers in these experiences.

5) How the personal is political: outlining the social context of mothers receiving

institutionalized social support in ewfoundland and Labrador

There are many socio-politicallayers that are prevalent within this research. 5lUdies have

indicated that there are vast differences in women's experiences of mothering based on

nationality (Baker & Tippin, 1999; Eitzen & Zinn, 2000; Kufeldt, 2002; Oakley, 1993).

In their exploration of the Canadian welfare state, Baker and Tippin (1999) outlined the

unique development of Canadian family values. They state that although Canada's

policies are rooted in the commonwealth, where countries such as Australia, New

Zealand, and Britain prioritize family development above all other socio-political issues,

our country also aligns itself with the value systems of the United States. Conunonly

labeled as "the American dream," financial self-stability takes priority over the

development of the family unit (Hancock, 2003; Jennings, 2004; Sidel, 2(00). The

merging of these two conflicting value systems has resulted in conflicting social policies

as well. These policies directly impact the lives of mothers who receive institutionalized

social supports because they guide the fannal supports they receive as well as the social

images ponrayed about them.

Not only are there differences in values within national policy development, Canada

further complicates its institutionalized social support system by decentralizing its'

service agencies, giving each province its' own authority. Jenson and Thompson (1999)

compared the development of family policies in six provinces. They noted vast

differences in which provinces supported the family unit, yet through all the different

supports implemented, they concluded that there still is a lack of support in child-care and
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education nationally. Jenson and Thompson (1999) also stated that the manner in which

lhe National Child Benefit (NCB) funding is dispersed differs provincially. These

findings indicate that although there are nationally consistent experiences for mothers

across this country. overall mothers in Canada do not receive the same level of support. It

seems as though the messages that are sent to the country as a whole about the mothers in

the Jesser supported provinces is that they are not valued at the same capacity as those

mothers living in provinces that are prospering.

Jenson and Thompson (1999) acknowledged Newfoundland and Labrador as one of the

provinces that lacks the economic security to provide an institutionalized social support

system without major contributions from the federal government This financial struggle

inhibits social development, where the provinces' financial allowances sustain a skeleton

system (Jenson & Thompson). Mothers receiving these fonnal supports mainly

experience support during crisis situations rather than the types of wellness and

preventative fonnal supports that a flourishing institutionalized social support system

would offer (Pennell, 1998). Thus, mothers are supported at a time of weakness rather

than a time of strength.

Unfortunately, Newfoundland and Labrador's private average incomes can not

compensate for the lack of fonnal support the institutionalized social support system has

to offer. Families in Newfoundland receive higher government financial support than

most of the other provinces, the incidence of low income among private households in

2000 was 18.8%. which is 2.6% above the national average (Statistics Canada, 2CX>6).

Also. according to Community Accounts (2CX>6), half of the lone-parent families in

Newfoundland and Labrador had an income less that $22,700 in 2004. This is significant

when compared to the fact that half of the coupled families made more than $58,100

during that same period. For single-mother homes in our province, these statistics
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indicate that there is a low likelihood they will be able to sustain their household at the

level of a two-parent family.

The social and economic strains that accompany the "have not" starus of ewfoundland

and Labrador directly influence the livelihood of lone mothers and their families.

According to Statistics Canada (2006), Newfoundland and Labrador has the lowest

female participation rate in the labor force, where it is documented that 54.4% of females

are active. When compared to the national rate of 61.8%, it is apparent that our

provinces' economy lags in comparison to the country in supporting women and

employment. This is reinforced by the statistic that 14.0% of women are currently

unemployed in Newfoundland and Labrador (Statistics Canada, 2006). The currenl

national unemployment rate for women is 6.5%; therefore, not only are there less women

being active participants in the labor force in this province, a higher majority are not

employed when compared to national standards (Statistics Canada, 2CX>6). Thus, mothers

in Newfoundland and Labrador may also struggle in obtaining and sustaining

employment.

Based on these statistics, mothering in Newfoundland and Labrador has many barriers.

First, the province does not have the formal support opportunities to empower mothering

as do the "have" provinces in this country. The statistics also indicate that Newfoundland

and Labrador women have less financial security to sustain their family, especially for

lone-mothering homes. These realities are all encompassed within a province where

employment opportunities for women are below national average; thus, our current

social-political context is less supportive of mothers than those in other provinces. This

reality makes mothering while receiving institutionalized social supports more

challenging because of the extreme barriers the mothers face in their lives directly caused

by these contexts.
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6) Intergenerational Abuse: An example of mother·blame within the

institutionalized social support system

The definition of intergenerational abuse. Based on Bowlby's (1973) attachment

theory, intergenerational abuse is a concept that was explored heavily in the late 1980's

and early 1990's in the mental health field (Leifer & Smith, 1990). Although there are

different postulations regarding the direct transmission of abusive behaviors over

generations in a family, commonly it is believed that a lack of attachment and the severity

of abuse in childhood results in difficulty for an individual to connect and attune to their

children's needs (Avakame, 1998; Cappell & Heiner, 1990; Douman, Margolin, & John,

1994; Markowitz, 2001; Milner, Robertson & Rogers, 1990).

The term "breaking the cycle" is commonly used throughout the literature to describe

those who ex.perienced abuse in their childhood and have proceeded to practice what is

professionally deemed "heahhy" parenting skills in their own parenting (Huefner, Ringle,

& Chmelka, & Ingram, 2007). The focus of many social services supporting those

associated with intergenerational abuse is to facilitate this "breaking of the cycle,"

(Rahman, 2003). This was in fact the case for the process group that brought me and the

mothers together.

Relevance to the research. The mothers who participated in this research were

linked with the tenn intergenerational abuse.. It is important to explore this topic because

it directly links the participants of the research with the "bad mother" stigma. This stigma

then becomes the reason for the mothers' interactions with frontline workers as well as

their experiences of institutionalized mother-blame. The unfonunate reality rests in the

extreme magnitude upon which these mothers experience these systemic biases.


























































































































































































































































































































































	0001_Cover
	0002_Inside Cover
	0003_Blank Page
	0004_Title Page
	0005_Abstract
	0006_Dedication
	0007_Acknowledgements
	0008_Table of Contents
	0009_Table of Contents v
	0010_Table of Contents vi
	0011_Table of Contents vii
	0012_Chapter 1 - Page 1
	0013_Page 2
	0014_Page 3
	0015_Page 4
	0016_Page 5
	0017_Page 6
	0018_Page 7
	0019_Page 8
	0020_Page 9
	0021_Page 10
	0022_Page 11
	0023_Page 12
	0024_Page 13
	0025_Page 14
	0026_Page 15
	0027_Page 16
	0028_Page 17
	0029_Page 18
	0030_Page 19
	0031_Page 20
	0032_Page 21
	0033_Page 22
	0034_Page 23
	0035_Page 24
	0036_Page 25
	0037_Page 26
	0038_Page 27
	0039_Page 28
	0040_Page 29
	0041_Page 30
	0042_Page 31
	0043_Page 32
	0044_Page 33
	0045_Page 34
	0046_Chapter Two
	0047_Page 36
	0048_Page 37
	0049_Page 38
	0050_Page 39
	0051_Page 40
	0052_Page 41
	0053_Page 42
	0054_Page 43
	0055_Page 44
	0056_Page 45
	0057_Page 46
	0058_Page 47
	0059_Page 48
	0060_Page 49
	0061_Page 50
	0062_Page 51
	0063_Page 52
	0064_Page 53
	0065_Page 54
	0066_Page 55
	0067_Page 56
	0068_Page 57
	0069_Page 58
	0070_Page 59
	0071_Page 60
	0072_Page 61
	0073_Page 62
	0074_Page 63
	0075_Chapter Three
	0076_Page 65
	0077_Page 66
	0078_Page 67
	0079_Page 68
	0080_Page 69
	0081_Page 70
	0082_Page 71
	0083_Page 72
	0084_Page 73
	0085_Page 74
	0086_Page 75
	0087_Page 76
	0088_Page 77
	0089_Page 78
	0090_Page 79
	0091_Page 80
	0092_Page 81
	0093_Page 82
	0094_Page 83
	0095_Page 84
	0096_Page 85
	0097_Page 86
	0098_Page 87
	0099_Page 88
	0100_Page 89
	0101_Page 90
	0102_Page 91
	0103_Page 92
	0104_Chapter 4 - Page 93
	0105_Page 94
	0106_Page 95
	0107_Page 96
	0108_Page 97
	0109_Page 98
	0110_Page 99
	0111_Page 100
	0112_Page 101
	0113_Page 102
	0114_Page 103
	0115_Page 104
	0116_Page 105
	0117_Page 106
	0118_Page 107
	0119_Page 108
	0120_Page 109
	0121_Page 110
	0122_Page 111
	0123_Page 112
	0124_Page 113
	0125_Page 114
	0126_Page 115
	0127_Page 116
	0128_Page 117
	0129_Page 118
	0130_Chapter 5 - Page 119
	0131_Page 120
	0132_Page 121
	0133_Page 122
	0134_Page 123
	0135_Page 124
	0136_Page 125
	0137_Page 126
	0138_Page 127
	0139_Page 128
	0140_Page 129
	0141_Page 130
	0142_Page 131
	0143_Page 132
	0144_Page 133
	0145_Page 134
	0146_Page 135
	0147_Page 136
	0148_Page 137
	0149_Page 138
	0150_Page 139
	0151_Page 140
	0152_Page 141
	0153_Page 142
	0154_Page 143
	0155_Page 144
	0156_Chapter 6 - Page 145
	0157_Page 146
	0158_Page 147
	0159_Page 148
	0160_Page 149
	0161_Page 150
	0162_Page 151
	0163_Page 152
	0164_Page 153
	0165_Page 154
	0166_Page 155
	0167_Page 156
	0168_Page 157
	0169_Page 158
	0170_Page 159
	0171_Page 160
	0172_Page 161
	0173_Page 162
	0174_Page 163
	0175_Page 164
	0176_Page 165
	0177_Page 166
	0178_Page 167
	0179_Page 168
	0180_Page 169
	0181_Afterword
	0182_Page 171
	0183_Page 172
	0184_Page 173
	0185_Page 174
	0186_References
	0187_Page 176
	0188_Page 177
	0189_Page 178
	0190_Page 179
	0191_Page 180
	0192_Page 181
	0193_Page 182
	0194_Appendix A
	0195_Page 184
	0196_Page 185
	0197_Page 186
	0198_Appendix B
	0199_Page 188
	0200_Page 189
	0201_Appendix C
	0202_Page 191
	0203_Page 192
	0204_Page 193
	0205_Appendix D
	0206_Page 195
	0207_Appendix E
	0208_Page 197
	0209_Appendix F
	0210_Page 199
	0211_Blank Page
	0212_Inside Back Cover
	0213_Back Cover

