Gillian R a n s o n

Paid Work, Family Work
and the Discourse of the
"Full-Time Mother"
This paper emerged from research undertaken some years ago with an
interest other than discourses of motheringin mind. At that time, my focuswas
on the educational choices and occupational experiences of the universityeducated women in the study in which I was then involved. My goal was to
explore the ways these choices and experiences articulated with decisions about
family formation, and, for the mothers in the group, the decisions they made
about paid employment and the necessity to balance "work and family"
responsibilities.
I had been long familiar with the feminist-inspired research on the
gendered (and inequitable) division of household and chiidcare labour, and
gender segregation in workplaces. And I had read more recent feminist
theorizing about motherhood and its social cons~uction.But listening to
women in many interviews, I came to understand that the ways they spoke about
their lives at work and with their children, the terms they used to frame their
own experiences and activities, and the models and ideals on which they drew,
were also critically important. This talk, at the level of the individual, was a link
to the bigger social picture that had always interested me. In the tradition of
Gubrium and Holstein, whose emerging interest in "family discourse" sent
them back to the task of 'reinterpreting data originally gathered for other
purposes" ( 1990: 32), in this paper I return to my interviewswith mothers, and
listen again to their talk. I try to "hearnwhat organizes it, and what effect this
organizing has on what they do as mothers.

The interviews

The interviews which provide the data for my exploration of talk about
mothering were conducted in late 1993 and early 1994 with 45 women who
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had graduated from the University of Alberta in the mid-1980s. They represented a sub-sample of a larger group who had participated since their
graduation in a panel study of the transition from school to work1 The
interviews were semi-structured and open-ended; I was interested in gathering information about each woman's work and family history, the decisions
she had made (or was in the process of making) about work and family, and
the circumstances surrounding each decision. Of the interview group, 24 had
children at the time I met them, and their mothering was playing out in a
variety of domestic situations. In this paper I focus on nine of the mothers,
three of whom were in full-time paid employment, three of whom were in
part-time paid employment, and three of whom were "home-based" (a term
to which I will return later). Eight were married (as were almost all the
mothers in the larger sample) and one was in a stable, long-term relationship,
all were white, and all had university degrees.
Conceptual framework
The interview tapes and transcripts revealed that many of the mothers
shared a common frame ofreferencewhen it came to thinking and talking about
being mothers. This frame of referencehas a long pedigree in western industrial
society. For most of the twentieth century, a model of motherhood (based
heavily on the situation of the white, middle-class family) has been projected
as universal. This model establishes one woman (the biological mother) as
primarily responsible for mothering during her children's formativeyears, with
the chiildren constructed reciprocally as needing her constant and exclusive care
(Glenn, 1994;Wearing, 1984). This model has been articulated more recently
by Hays (1996) as "intensive mothering," in which mothers are urged to "give
unseKshly of their time, money and love on behalf of sacred children" ( 97).
Ideologies such as this shape our perceptions of our activities. They act,
in Kaplan's (1992) terms, as "master discourses" that organize not only how we
think but what we do--our daily practices. One dimension of mothering
discourse powerfully informed much of the talk about mothering that I heard.
I have called this dimension the discourseofthe "full-time mother." The thrust
ofthis discursiveposition is that mothering, particularlywhenchildren are very
young, is in effect a full-time job. The belief is that the best child care is
exclusively maternal, and that mothers are obligated to supply it on an ongoing
basis. This is certainly intensive mothering, in Hays' terms. But my focus here
is also on the way "full-time" is interpreted both as ideal and in practice. This
involves looking at the way time spent, or not spent, wearing the "mother" hat
is used to shape, or judge, mothers' practices.
The nine women whose stories I share here all organized their mothering
practices-or evaluated them-in terms of the "full-time mother" discourse.
This happened in spite of the fact that their domestic circumstances did not
always allow them to be "full-time moths: whatever they understood that
term to mean.
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The "full-time mother"and full-time paid employment
Mothers in full-time paid employment are prevented by this employment
fiom becoming "full-time mothers." But all of those interviewed expressed a
wish to beworking fewer hours, and most specificallywantedto be able to spend
more time with their children. The three women whose stories I include here
were quite explicit about their preferences for how to spend their time. No one
articulated the discursive ideal better than Laura, the mother of a three-yearold; she worked because she felt her economicindependence was an important
safeguard in an unstable relationship, but she judged her mothering clearly in
the terms of the "I11-time mother" discourse:
I wouldjust like to raise [her child] in the way Iguess I was raised and my
mom was always home with us kid. And I remembeeling so secure. . .
It wasjust nice to come home at lunchtimeduringschool, andjust know that
your mom was always around.And I wouldlikefor [her child] to have that
.. .Ijurt think back to thefifties, the sixties, the seventies where the moms
were at home, and they were sewing and cooking and, that's the type of
thing that I remember and that's what I would like to be like even though
I'm not like that at all, Idon't sew andldon't really love cooking. But that
t
would be my p ~ e c model.

For Helene, a teacher on maternity leave with her second baby at the time
of the interview, feelingmaternal corresponded to being at home. With her first
baby, now three, she felt "non-maternal," and was impatient to get back to
work. But the second maternity leave was different.

I was holding [the baby] yesterday morning, about seven o'clock, at the
window. Andpeople were brusbing ofltheir cars andgetting ready togo to
work. And it wasjust daybreak. It was beautiful, the snow was coming
down. And I j u r t f l t overwhelmed with happiness, sort of; at being able
to be home, and not having to go out.. . Feeling Iguess maternal.

Bonnie, a teacher employed fdl-time, said she knew from personal experience where the expression "sick and tired" came from. She wanted to give up
her job to be home with her children, but was also concerned about burning her
financial and professional bridges by doing so. She told a powerful story from
her childhood as she explained her thinking:
M y mom was a teacher. She was marriedand had two children andstayed
at home andthen Iwas born, andapparently, Idon't remember this, Iwas
twoyears old, she hadpicked up a teachingjob andshe was teaching and my
dadwas workingandthey hada lady that wouldcome in andlook after me.
. Anyways, thelady, caregiver,fellasleep on the chair. It was a September
day, Iwent walkingdowntown. When thepolicefinallyfound me.. . they

..
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said, 'Whereareyougoingt'andapparentlyIsaid, Zookingfor my mom.'
Now, r m getting all emotional, but I don't even remember it.

Unable to stay at home and be a "full-time mothernherself, Bonnie found
a "full-time mother" substitute to care for her children. Bonnie described this
woman as "kind of a stay-at-home mom" who worked part-time at night (and
thus, as the next section will pickup in more detail, was able to create the illusion
of "W-time mothering"). She had children the same age as Bonnie's, and
treated Bonnie's chiildren "like her own."
As Uttal (1996) has noted, women whose paid employment precludes the
kind of intensive mothering described by Hays, and elaborated here in terms
of its time focus as "full-time mothering," place different constructions on the
kind of care their children receive from others in their absence. For some ofthe
women in Uttal's research, constructing themselves as ultimately the most
important influence in their child's life meant reframing the work of the
caregiver as merely custodial. Others saw the caregiver as surrogate mothers,
and others again saw themselves in partnership with the caregivers to provide
"co-ordinated" care. Bonnie's assessment of her caregiver's role was probably as
providing surrogate care. She herselfwanted to be the woman at home:
Idon'tknow, Ijusffeelfor my kidr andfor me it is the rightthing,you know,
it'sjust tbe right thing. I don't know ifitifiom something in mypast, or,
it'sjust, I evaluate something and Isay this is what it should be.

The "full-time mother" and part-time paid work
The "full-time mother" discourse also framed the practices of the three
women in more regular part-time employment whose stories are included here.
Linda, a nurse with a 19-month-old baby and six months pregnant with her
second child, said she was "horrifiedn at having to leave her child, then 11
months old, when she returned to work half-time. She shared a babysitter with
a fiend, and the arrangement worked well though she considered herself
"definitely" the best person to look after her daughter.
It5 nicefor her to mix with another littleperson andshe enjoys the children
andso, it's been kindof apositivepart ofhaving someone else look after her.
Ido have a dejniteproblem with the control,giving up, Imean Ilikethings
sort of a certain way sometimes ... I don't get bent out of shape but Ijust
recognize that I really like it to bejust [her child] and l; we do things this
way.. .. I like her to spend time with otherpeople, but not a whole day.

As a nurse working shifts, she had some flexibility in organizing her work
time. Her goalwas a particular combination ofday and evening shifts, and some
weekend work, that would require only five or six days a month of childcare
provided by someone else. In this respect, her paid work would become much
60

1

Volume l , Number l

The Discourse of the "Full-TimeMother"

less visible, and her mothering time commitment would begin to look much
more like "M-time" in practice. Much of the supplementary child care
required by her evening and weekend shifts could also be provided by her
husband, which she construed as "a kind of bonus."
Sometimes Ifeellike r m missing out onfamily things. Like this weekend.
I'm going to be sleeping [because she is working a night s h p ] and they're
going to be toodling around doing something. But that's the same as me in
my mind, isfor her to be with Dad.

Garey's (1995) study of nurses working the night shift articulated exactly
this practice. Like Linda, the women in Garey's study were aware of the
symbolic importance of being "at home" during the day-even if they were at
home sleeping, and even if they were home while their children were not.
Gail, a speech pathologist with a 14-month-old baby, worked three days
a week at a paying job. There was no concealing this paid work through night
shifts. And she found the need to share caregivingwith someone else extremely
painfid-even though the caregivers in question were her parents:
Ithink the biggest thing was, it's that little bit of lettinggo, that somebody
else can do thejob, somebody else take care of him as weN as I can ... The
morningllefthim togo to work.. . Icriedleaving, andIthought, M y God,
l a m leavinghim with my motherandI'm crying. WhatwouldIhavedone
I had left him with somebody else?'
probably would have been
horrible. Iprobably would have taken me days.

But if her job took three days, she was a "full-time mother" for four. Here
the constantly available mother was reconstituted as the person who saw more
of the &id than anyone else did. She explained:
M y job is important to me but my home life and my personal life is more
important. Andldidn't want to spendmore time at work than at home.. ..
I thought to mysertoo how tired I wouldget workingfill time and, you
know, the house and doing all these d@erent things that Ijust thought it
wouldn't befair to everyone involved becauseIcouldn't do it.Icouldn't keep
myserworking well, doing things at home, being mom andw@ andhappy
with everything. Ijust knew I wasn't the type to do that.

Initially, Gail's plan was to work four days a week, mainly for the financial
benefit. Then she decided that would be "almost like working full-time." Three
days at her paying job was "a nice even balance."
It was nice to be back at work. Andprobably not as muchfor the work as
for the social, you know, being able to chat with people and being with
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people again withoutyour attention being dividedsomewhere else.. ..And
yet Istillfclt I was home enough that I wasn?, like sofar I haven't really
missed big events or big things, or reallyfclt like I'm losing, losing out.

That Gail did not describe her baby as "losing outnby his mother's threeday absence was explained by the fact that the baby was cared for in Gail's
absence by Gail's parents. Other members of a devoted extended family lived
nearby and visited often. Gail's time at home was needed perhaps not so much
to meet her baby's needs as for Gail herselfto stake her claim as a primary person
in her baby's life.
By these terms, Marie, the mother of three children aged eight, four and
two, was a "full-time mothern for all but the two afternoons a week she taught
elementary school French. She echoed the sentiments about the importance of
time spent with children expressed by many of the other women as she gave the
reasons for her choice:
Ifeelstronglythat Ishouldraise my children, not somebody else.AndIguess
l'm not that careerorientedthat Iwoulddo that.. .. Ilike to havesome time
to myseF.. . I like to be with my kid. I like to take the four-year-old)
swimming, when we want togo swimming. Ithink it is importantfor me
to be around the children as much as I can. So it's like the best of both
worlds.. . I wanted my children so, Ishould raise them. But yet I like my
career as well and.. . ifyou can have a balance, I think it'sthe best thing.

.

The "balancenMarie was speaking ofwas the balance between "raising her
childrennand her career as a teacher. But her response to a question about other
activities opened up a diverse array of other commitments, including school
volunteering (as a teacher herself she was much in demand), community and
church volunteering, time spent on crafts and in the garden, and membership
in a country club which provided the venue for jogging and a tennis league. If
"full-time mothersn are symbolically placed at home, for Marie the day when
she was actually and uninterruptedly there was Thursday. Thursdaywas her day
to "clean house," to "stay at home," and "rest up."

The home-based "W-time mother"
Three of the mothers, Melanie, Jessica, and Lucy, were "home-based," a
term I use to describe the situation were women have chosen to forego formal,
regular paid work, either U-or part-time, with one employer, in order to stay
at home to care for pre-school children. Of all the women I interviewed, these
were the ones for whom the "full-time mother discoursenwas most likely to
organize practices of mothering as well as talk. And two of the three spoke very
passionately about the importance of the mother as the child's primary
caregiver. For example, Melanie stressed in her talk the importance of the
constant physical presence of the mother for the child:
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I think more than anything it's your instinctive mothering, or your
mothering instincts or whatever become, they're primal and they'rejrst
andforemost. It doesn't matter ifanything else is going on in the world,
you're going toprotect and look after your child before anything.. . Ifeel
~"y-notpossessive,but I think very close. I could be one of thoseA'can
women that cany their babies around all the time.
...Ilike the scenario ofwomen working with the children close by. Ifeel
sad when kid are cryingfor their moms and they have to be dropped o f
somewhere. Even ifthe caregiversareexcellentcaregivers, Istillthink there
is something about having Mom [close] by.

.

Jessica, a mother of two pre-school children and a former &id-care
counsellor, said she could see "no purpose in life other than raising a healthy
individual." There is a moral turn to her talk about full-time mothers. Exclusive
maternal care is needed to counter the risk of children being contaminated by
other contacts:
I'm notputting my child in a day care when I can't control the kind of
employees that work there. Oh, yeah, there's some wonde@l daycares but
there'salso some horrible ones, and unlessIknow absolutely eveyperson in
there that has contact with my childI'm notputting my child there.
. I need to know that what my children are learning is what my
husband and I want them to learn, and their values and morals are what
we think are importantfor them to know. AndIdon't know thatyou can
always teach thatfrom the time you pick them upfrom day care until the
time thatyouput them to bed and on weekends. I think it takes more than
that.. I mean, a lot of these kid that are in daycares learn morefrom the
daycarepeople than they dofrom theirparents.

..

.

Though home-based, Melanie and Jessica (like almost all the other homebased mothers interviewed) fitted a great deal more into their days than childcare, however. For both, "full-time mothering" in practice meant fitting other
workaround the needs oftheir children. In Melanie's case, her home-based art
business meant that she was constantly on the phone to clients during the day.
Though physically present for her child, her attention was often divided:
I'm on thephone a lot of the time. [Her child] is really wise to this now. So
she takes things andjut throwsthem at thephonecord, or--she doesn't like
me on the phone any more and, it's d@cult sometimes because the phone
calk.. .. really do take up a lot of my time.

Similarly, Jessica, making and selling crafts from home, often worked till
"one or two o'clock in the morning" in her basement.
By day, choosing supplies was what took some of her time.
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And that's the hardpart to do with k i d along. So a lot of times I'll leave
my k i d behind and let Grandma take care of them.

Lucy's story is included because it offers a slightly different perspective on
the discourse of full-time mothering. Lucy, a business graduate, with two
children aged five and three, was a full-time sales representative until the birth
of her second child. Lucy moved to "U-time mothering" not out of moral
conviction, like Melanie and Jessica, but because a combination of circumstances left herwith what she considered to be little other choice. She had some
health problems after her second pregnancy, her former employer was unwilling to accommodate her wish to work part-time; her husband's very demanding
job meant that he was for practical purposes unavailable as a parent; and she
found out that the baby-sitter she had trusted to care for her first child had, on
at least two occasions, left children unsupervised in her house while she was
absent. Lucy was structurally manoeuvred into the situation where "full-time
mothering" seemed to be the only viable alternative. In Hays' (1996) terms,
Lucy was following the prescription which required her to sacrifice her own
interests to those of her "sacred" children. But in this case there was some
awareness on Lucy's part of the political implications.
M y l f e really does centre around the kids, andIthink, sometimes Ifeellike
I need that. Sometimes Ifeel that it is meeting my needs and other times I
feel veryjwtrated by the whole thing, and say, you knowl I'm a terrible
mother, and what am I doing at home, and I shouldjuct let somebody else
raise them.. .. I think that it's meeting my needs because I can stand back
andsay, this is why I'm doing it, andthis isfor how longrm intending on
doing it... and really it'sjust a little niggle in my lfel it's notgoing to be
a big portion taken out of my working days.. .. Then there's other times
when Ireallyfeellike my needs aren't ever being met,you know. This is too
muchfor me.

For Lucy, as for Marie, and for other mothers who are home-based or
working less than full-time in paid employment, family or volunteer work
expanded to fill the time that might have gone into paid work. Time not spent
in paid employment is often spent meeting, one way and another, other people's
needs. Lucy did the books for her husband's business, mainly as an incomesplitting strategy that gave her some money of her own. She also volunteered
for several school and community organizations. And, as a firm believer in the
importance of structure and routine, she spent much of her time meeting her
children's busy schedules of school, music, swimming, skating and other
programs. Though based at home, Lucy commented that she could "barely get
out and do the grocery shopping." What actually constitutes "mothering," and
how to separate the "motheringn from the welter ofother activities home-based
mothers engage in, become important questions.
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Discussion
The experiences included above suggest two important points about the
"M-time mother" discourse. The first is its power to inform thinking about
mothering for women the majority of contemporary women who are not, and
will never be, "M-time mothers." All the irony of this situation is expressed in
the comments of Laura and Helene. Full-time paid work places both women
on the other side of an ideological fence. From their side of the fence, they
construct an ideal picture of motherhood which bears little relation to their own
lived experience of it.
The second point is that this ideal picture also bears little relation to the
lived experience of mothers whose domestic circumstances make "full-time
mothering" more attainable. "Full-time mothering" offers the promise of
exclusive and on-going maternal care. But exclusive maternal care, as the
interview material shows, is not always what is on offer. "Full-time mothering"
serves to structure and organize women's days in a particular way-but it does
not mean that what they are "doing," full-time, is "mothering."
"Full-time mothering" serves to locate women, symbolically,in a particular
place-the home. But in fact the women in this study who might identify
themselves as "full-time mothers" are often anywhere but at home. And while
many ofthe activities ofthese women-in school and community volunteering,
for examplecould be seen as contributing to the care of a much larger
"family," their time away from paid employment is not always devoted exclusively to the needs of their own children.
Whatever "full-time mothering" might look like in practice, however, the
fact is that only a dwindling minority of women-like the privileged, welleducated middle-class women in this study-are likely to engage in it. Why
then does it retain its ideological force? The full answer probably lies well
beyond the scope of this paper, in a particular social and economic climate of
neoconservatism in which "traditional family values" now figure prominently.
But I suggest that any ideology also retains credibility to the extent that it
has torchbearers. The "full-time mothers" in this study are very few in number,
but their presence legitimates the activity. They are, in Stacey's terms, "propagandists and principal beneficiaries" of a view of family life that for most
Canadian families is either unattainable or undesirable (Stacey, 1990: 252).
It is important then to deconstruct, as I have begun to do here, thepractices
of the "M-time mother" that accompany the talk. "Full-time mothers" are not
always doing mothering. Some do home-based work for pay. Most have busy
and stressful lives in the community. They are not "mothering" on a full-time
basis. Perhaps those other mothers who are not "full-time mothers" need to
know this.
An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Conference on Mothers and
Daughters, Centre for Feminist Research, York University, Toronto, Ontario,
Canada, September 1997.
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'The panel study referred to here represents part of the Youth Employment
Study, organized through the Department of Sociology at the University of
Alberta under the leadership of Dr. Harvey Krahn and Dr. Graham Lowe. I
am extremely grateful to both of them for their support and encouragement,
and their generosity in making their data available to me.
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