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ABSTRACT

In a study of 16 dual-earner two-parent families, parents of yo 13y riiche.
were asked to describe and give reasons for their daily domestic lab¢ -~ ;runces
and childcare arrangements. Their descriptions confirm findings from previous
studies, that with few exceptions woren in the labour force continue to perform the
bulk of doriestic labour, and cariy responsibility for the crganization of housework
and childcare.

Analysis of data uncovers the structuring of their family lives by the diftering
resources available to families, and to men and women within the some family.
These resources include not only money, time and household space, but patience
and knowledge of various childcare and domestic skills. Reason parents give for
their allocation for domestic labour function as justifications and legitimations of
practices based on fraditional gender assumptions. These reasons work to confirm
mothers as carrying major responsibility for housework and for tasks relating to
basic childcare and the preparation of children for school. Parents’ talk may
construct this work as “naturally” easier for women, or as less valuable to the family
than work claimed as performed by their husbands.

Further analysis of this talk reveals four underlying discourses, often
contradictory, common to parents’ descriptions and reasons. (1) Tasks are freelv
chosen according to each pariner's preference. (2) Domestic labour is easier for
women, who are trained to do it. (3) Women and men are socialized into traditional
roles. (4) Mothers and children bond together, so are naturally close. The third and
fourth of these are traced, through the popuilar literature parents read, to scientific
literature, and link parents’ discursive practices with the ideclogy of a professional
establishment.

These underlying discourses structure parents’ perceptions of resources, and
the meaning they give their practices, and hence the choices available to them.
Parents’ practices in turn reconstitute gendered and classed power relations. Their
discursive practices act to mask the operation of power. However in the inherent
contradictions and multiple meanings of parents’ practices, there may lie
possibilities for change both in these practices and in power relations within the
family.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Sorry, kids, but we don't like the way you like your moms

Mothers take care of the family, made cakes, go sh:. 1ping, take us places and
help us when we get sick. These are but fivz of the 14 things the primary class
at Bel Ayr school in east end Dartmouth listed when asked by their teacher to
describe what Mom did. The class was so proud of their efforts and the
drawings they did of Mom that the school used the postrr and drawings as the
focal point of a bulletin board display it did for the school board administrative
offices (Mail Star, 13th November 1990, p. AB).

In the above-quoted article, Halifax newspaper columnist Gloria Kelly explains
that four “feminist” school board members objected to the poster. She does not
specify their reasons, but implies that these lay in the traditional nature of the
mothers’ activities shown. But why should anyone object, she asks, to children
drawing pictures of their mothers doing things that are important to the children?
Should they have drawn “mom” at her “work”?

So what if the primary kids think of cookies and hugs and kisses before they
think of mom heading out the door to go to work each day. The lict also shows
kids know what their mothers do in the home. And kids being kids, the home is
what they know. It's their security (Kelly, p. A8).

But if it is “wrong” for children to show these things or value them, Kelly says,

one could draw the conclusion the moms were to blame for the kids’ attitudas
and suggest if we really want to change things women could stop what they
are doing with and for their children and become cold, working machines more
concerned about business than our children. If and when that ever happens |
jor one will throw in the towel and say the feminist movement should go back
where it came from (p. A6).

This article encapsulates a range of feelings about motherhood. It also
indicates the public nature of motherhood in our society. Motherhood is on display,
even in school board offices and in newspaper columns.

1
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What about fatherhood? Kelly suggests that if the children had heen asked io
draw their fathers, they would probably not have shown them at their paid jobs
either. The point which Kelly does not address is why the children were asked to
draw mothers, not fathers, or indeed any other family members. Further, she does
not discuss how these children’s drawings, on that subject, were chosen as the
ones to adorn the school board offices.

In the article, Kelly counterpoises “natural motherhood’, warm and caring, with
the idea of women as “cold, working rmachines”, the latter supposedly promulgated
by the feminist movement. Kelly therefore not only fosters a particular ideology of
motherhood but maintains the view of feminists as against family, against love,
against children.

As a feminist, my objection to any such poster would lie not in the children’s
depictions of their mothers’ activities (though | would wonder why the children saw
only traditional pursuits as appropriate) but in the objectification and
institutionalizing of “mom” conducted by both school and school board in the public
presentation of this iraterial, and in the message so conveyed to the children that
this was the correct way for them to perceive their mothers. The children are
learning a discourse of motherhood. They are learning to position their mothers
within it, not as .ndividuals but as “mom”, doing all the things that “mom” is
supposed to do. This objectification and glorification of “mom” does an injustice to
the actual women who do work hard to do these and other things for their children
and who feel themselves measured against an ideal, perfect “mom”. It does an
injustice to the children’s own feelings for their mothers. It further is grossly unjust to
those fathers who attempt to indicate ways in which they care for the child, but
whose attempts are overlooked by the school system, the medical system, and their
own employers, and devalued at many turns as incompetence, less good than the

mother’s baking of cookies, for example.



e et e et v s s b e X e

3

In this dissertation | examine how some women and men describe their lives
as mothers and fathers within families in a Maritime city, and the social constraints
and pressures that act to structure their everyday routines and the division of labour
in their households. Here | have attempted to look at the concepts “mother” and
“father” as problematic and socially constructed. Central to the thesis is the
understanding that the work that individual mothers and fathers do, and the
meaning this holds for them, is both constituted by and reconstitutive of relations of
gender and class that operate within individual families and workplaces.

To do this | carried out in-depth interviews with mothers and fathers in 16 two-
parent families with small children, two interviews with both parents together and
one with each parent alone. All respondents were in the paid labour force either full-
time or part-time. A considerable body of literature points to women’s carrying the
chief responsibility for housework and chiidcare even when they have labour-force
jobs, and my study bears this out. However, my interest lay not in the statistics of the
household division of labour but in how parents talked about this, in the reasons or
justifications they gave for their particular praciices, and in the ways in which these
were voiced. Analysis of these discourses uncovered the operation of structiires of
class and gender, as relations of power, within their everyday lives.

Parents tell me that their own and other families’ division of labour is “just
traditional roles”. There is an implication that the roles are learnt; some parents
discuss “socialization”. Another suggestion is simply that mothers do things relating
to care of home and children “better” than their husbands, in part because they are
in practice, or have been trained by their mothers to do the things; and so they
continue to do them. At times it appears that women's performance of domestic
labour is “natural”, often stemming from “bonding” with their children. At times,
however, the same parents tell me that their tasks are freely chosen, or that they

perform chores because they like them and their partner does not. A few parents,
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mothers and fathers, resist one or more of these ideas, stating that men should be
capabie caretakers for small chiidren or that it is simply not fair for women to carry a
double burden of employment and domestic labour, or even questioning the extent
to which choice is free.

| argue that these discourses actively shape parents’ experience of their daily
lives, and the activities into which they enter. If a woman generally considers that
she is “naturaliy” more qualified for childcare than her spouse, she tends to become
the family expert on childcare, “claiming” tasks and expertise as her own. Her
husband's less practiced, more tentative attempts become evidence of his natural
inability (while showing his willingness to help), aiid the mother's own lack of
confidence and experience become grave matters for concern: she should be
competent and is not. Conversely, when her husband successfully performs tasks
this may be taken as evidence, not only of his diligence or his ability to “control” the
situation, but of her expert tuition and supervision. In any case, the mother becomes
further constituted as the one who has final responsibility for childcare things, and
value accrues to the father's often sporadic attempts to “help” rather than to the
mother's continual performance of daily tasks. The discourse therefore reinforces an
uneven division of power within the family. One pariner, carrying the responsibility,
has to ask the other for assistance, which may or may not be given.

These families are set within a world divided not only by gender but also by
class. Class-based discourses are most evident when parents discuss who will stay
at home to deal with sick children, which again becomes a question of power: who
can take time off, who has to ask, lose pay, or lie to employers, and who determines
how people in their own and other families will be affected.

This dissertation is constructed as follows. In Chapter Il | discuss some reasons
for studying parents, and outline some ways in which this has been done. Chapter

lIl sets out my rationale for a feminist and qualitative approach, giving an
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epistemological and methodological framework for the study. Chapter IV is an
account of the procedures followed in finding families to study, interviewing parents
and analysing data, together with descriptions of problems | expected to find or did
find. Chapter V forms a brief introduction to the families studied, outlining parents’
occupations and incomes, housing and other resources, and types of childcare
used.

Motherhooa and fatherhood are subjectively and emotionally experienced by
the participants, and in Chapter VI | examine parents’ accounts of their motherhood
and fatherhood, investigating their expressed areas of enjoyment, irritation and
worry, and how they sum up wnat being a mother, or being a father, means to them.

Chapters VI to IX set out parents’ descriptions of their daily practices. First |
look at the time organization of typical working days in their lives, and details of
formal childcare arrangements to enable the parents to work for pay. That is, |
examine the structuring conditions under which daily domestic labour takes place,
including class-based differences in resources available to families. Next | turn to
the organization of daily domestic labour, focusing on chores, basic childcare, and
facilitation for children’s activities, asking who does these and who carries the often
invisible responsibility for them. Lastly | examine a common break in the patterning
of their days, how parents deal with sickness of a child.

As parents describe their practices they give reasons or justifications for these,
and in Chapter X | focus on these “explanations”, not only of their own practices but
on those of mothers, or fathers, in general. While some of these explanations relate
to time constraints, many rely on characteristics of women and men, motherhood
and fatherhood. | re-evaluate some of their “reasons” for their division of labour,
viewing the explanations as justifications or legitimations of their practices, along
the lines of “coping mechanisms” and “family myths” discussed by other

researchers. In Chapter X1 | take this further by examining the construction of
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parents’ descriptions of practices, and their justifications and legitimations for these.
| identify four major discourses which constitute their practices, while being
themselves reconstituted by the practices and the circumstances of resource
availability in which these occur. | indicate how some aspects of the constitution of
parents’ daily lives, and their subjective experiences of parenthood, are maintained
by these discourses.

Finally in Chapter XII | summarize my findings on the structuring of everyday
life, and examine possibilities for social transformation in parents’ lives.

The daily practices of parents have ramifications beyond the walls of the
house. Children at five years of age, in Nova Scotia, enter the public school system.
There they “meet with schooling practices that assume a universal class and gender
neutral ‘child” (Walkerdine, 1985: 224). But *hese children have hawu five y2ars of
axperience .** the social world and its construction upon which to draw, and most of
their school-age life is not spent in school. In discussing how female and male
children, working-class and middle-class children, enter school already positioned
within discourse as gendered subjects, Walkerdine points to conflicts between this
positioning and the assumptions — that all children have need for the same types of
elementary education, for instance — that are made within the school.

in the present work | do not focus on children but on their parents. The
implications of this work for educators are threefold.

First, teachers, along with health professionals, social workers and all others
who deal on a regular basis with families, have a need for an understanding not
only of ways in which families differ one from another, but of the operation of sccial
processes — gender, class, race — which structure both differences and similarities
In Sociology of Education classes, | hear teachers — good teachers, caring
teachers — say again and again of particular students’ positions, “You know, |

blame the family”, or ‘I feel the family is responsible for this”, where “this” may be
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children'’s failure or success and “families” come in two kinds: good and inadequate.
The present work, therefore, is an examination of how these social processes are
carried, through discourse, through the particular practices of individual mothers
and father, to the presentation of “family” which is visible to the teacher.

Secondly, | believe that educaiors — teachers, academics — carry some
responsibility for the particular practices discussed here. The discourses used by
the parents | study have come from somewhere. Participants are merging,
changing, modifying their discursive practices, but these did have a genesis. One
dominant discourse stems directly from sociological gender-role theory of the
1950s. Another is the current psychological talk of “bonding”. Present-day
educational practices, whether formal family life teaching with its talk of “roles” and
“bonding”, elementary classroom talk of parents and families, or assumptions made
throughout schools from principals to teachers and even class-parents, position
mothers and fathers differently with respect to their children and the childcare tasks
they perform, and children are learning these discourses and practices. Academics
and researchers are to some extent creators and purveyors of ideology and
discourse: and teachers at every level are discourse-brokers.

Third, progressive ideclogy suggests that teachers have sorne responsibility to
help eradicate “sexism” from our society, by giving attention to equality of males and
females within the school system and emerging into the adult world. Career
counselling which directs young men to some types of occupation, young women to
others, is seen as misguided. But can even the most well-intentioned counselling for
non-traditional jobs succeed when girls have been taught that their “family role” will
be the most important aspect of their lives, and boys have been taught otherwise? |
believe that teachers require material like that given in this study, which treats the

content of “parenting” as work, so that both young women and young men can be
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honestly presented with real choices which give them the opportunity to create a
society more just, and more equal, than the one we have today.

In calling for the creation of a sociology for women, Smith (1986: 6) said that
this “must be able to disclose to women how their own social situation, their
everyday world is organized and detgsmiined by social processes which are not
knowable through the ordinary means through which we find out our everyday
world.” In examining the ways in which both mothers and fathers talk of their

everyday lives as parents, | am seeking to uncover something of this organization.
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il. RESEARCH ON PARENTS

WHY STUDY WHAT PARENTS DQ?

There appears to be a distinct lack of consensus in our society as to what
constitute “appropriate parenting roles” for men and women, and furthermore as to
whether these are chariging. This is complicated by a confusion over terminology:
“parent” is often used to mean “mother”, and “parenting” similarly may imply
“mothering”. This use of the word “parent” may act to conceal the real work of
mothering in our society, and who on balance does this work. (It may also,
paradoxically, mask the real abilities of fathers to perform this work of “mothering”.)?

Various popular magazines, television programs and the like, however, imply
from time to time that fathers are playing a mo:e active part in the lives of young
children than “before”, sometimes with suggestions that this activity might be

restricted to certain socioeconomic groups. These popular media, though providing

" Quotation marks “ ” placed around single words or phrases are used in this
dissertation in two ways: firstly to simply mark off the phrase or word; secondly to
indicate that | wish to question a particular usage or meaning, considering it
problematic. In the present instance | am drawing the reader's attention to the
phrase “appropriate parenting roles”, indicating that it comes from a discourse
which is not mine.

In quoted material, punctuation within the quotation marks should be considered
as part of the quotation itself. Punctuation outside quotation marks is mine.

2 While listening to the CBC radio programme “Day Shift” at 2.30 p.m. on 23
November, 1987, during the period when | was drafting the proposal for the present
research, | was struck by the way a discussion was introduced: “Daycare — the
never-ending problem for any working parent.” A little reflection indicates that while
for many “working parents”, women and men who hold labour-force jobs, daycare is
indeed a problem, for many it is not. Specifically, for those with a spouse (usually a
wife) at home it is not. “Working parents” in this phrase implies “mothers in the
labour force”. It also implies that parents who are at home giving primary care to
their children are not “working”, and that in the minority of two-parent families where
one parent is at home, the other in the workforce, this other ceases to be a “parent”.
These meanings in turn reconstitute childcare largely as the mother’s responsibility,
but do so in a way that becomes hard to argue against.

9
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Iittle evidence, do raise certain important questizns. Is mothering very different from
fathering? What dia parents do in the past, and what do they do now? Was there
indeed ever a time when “parenting roles” were so clearly demarcated as the
emphasis on “change” in the popular press — and indeed earlier sociological
modeils of the family outlined in this chapter — would suggest? Is the concept of
“role” itself a useful one, or a valid one, for the study of what parents do and the
construction of motherhood and fatherhood today? Where does it come from, and
why does it continue to be used?

Some of my reasons for choosing to look at families and parents are personal.
I am a mother of three children. My partner and | have views on how we wish to
organize our lives as parents, but we find certain constraints on our ability to
construct our own parenting style. A commitment to the idea of equality and shared
parenting is not necessarily easy to maintain in the face of social pressures such as
expectations of different availability of mother and father to do things with and for the
children, either outside or inside the home.?

Individual people construct their own practice of parenting, but, as in Marx’s
comment that people “make their own history, but they do not make it just as they
please” (Marx, 1969/1869: 15), they do not have a totally free hand in this
construction. Their daily practices are built out of what is available to them: the
material circumstances of their lives, its perception filtered through prevailing
discourses, cuitural suppositions, and assumptions of which the builders may not be

conscious. Within the family situation, conventional wisdom has it that men and

* For instance, there is the assumption that my husband will not find it a problem
to go to an evening meeting at short notice. Day-care staff and teachers, or school
parent representatives, feel that they should call the mother first when a child is sick
(despite our instructions to the contrary) or when asking for a volunteer to help take
children on an outing. A mother, particularly one who is “at home” (e.g. writing a
dissertation) is fair game, but when | invite them to call my husband regarding
school trips, at his work, or at home in the evening, they generally do not do so.

<ol
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women, boys and girls, will behave, should behave somewhat differently. In what
they do and say, and what they do not do and say, parents are in a sense both the
initiators of the gender-construction process and the end-product of it. But
“parenting” does not exist in a social vacuum: it has implications, for instance, for
early childhood education, for schooling, for adult education, for the work world, and
all these in turn have implications for parenting.

Where we live, in Halifax, N.S., my children are expected to have somewhere
to go outside the school at lunchtime, and to have someone there to provide them
with more-or-less nutritious food. Though this fits with a system in which mothers are
at home during the day, the actuality facing many Halifax students and their
teachers is very different. Children may go home to a parent, to a housekeeper, to
an empty house; or go to a neighbour's house, a parent's office, a daycare centre;
or to a park bench or street corner, or to McDonald’s. Where there is a parent at
home, she, or more rarely he, may have rushed there, perhaps taking a part-time
job because of the difficulty of fitting in full-time paid work around lunch-time and
after-school care.

Yet a large and increasing majority of Canadian women with children are
employed outside their homes. According to Status of Women, Canada®, 61% of
mothers with children aged zero to five were in the paid labour force. For women
whose children were six and over, the figure was 73%. This represents an increase
even since April, 1986, when 69% of Canadian married women with children aged
six to 15 were in the paid labour force. (The figure for all married women with

children under 15 was 64%.)°

“These 1989 figures are from a Status of Women poster, which derives them
from Women in Canada — A Statistical R , second edition, Statistics Canada
catalogue number 89503E.

s 1986 figures supplied by Statistics Canada personnel.
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These figures do not include, as “employed”, women who were unofficial wage
earners (e.g. supervising other families' children in their homes, performing
domestic work for others) or who were students. Further, the figures for 1986 are
based only on married women. Those who have never been marnied, but have a
child, do not appear. Are they more or less likely to be employed? Such figures do
not tell the whole story of Canadian women’s employment and childcare.

However, clearly the majority of women in Canada today are not living in a
“traditional” nuclear family arrangement with father as sole breadwinner
representing the household to the outside world and mother as sole nurturer and
child-rearer. The extent to which such a pattern should be seen as traditional for the
western world is of course debatable: historically both men and women may have
been responsible for both subsistence and nurturance (Giveans and Robinson,
1985), but the overwhelming characteristic of “the” Western family, according to
Anderson (1980a), was its diversity, along ethnic, class and geographic lines.® The
industrial revolution, affecting as it did both the situating of the workplace (Oakley,
1974; Cowan, 1983) and the eventual categorization of young, and increasingly
older children as non-workers, with women responsible for their care, represented a
profound alteration to older patterns. The extent to which women were in the hore,
however, continued to vary according to geographical location and the prevailing
industry, and whether older children by making financial contribution could free their
mothers’ time for the valuable work of coordinating domestic resources (Scott and
Tilley, 1975). Not all women even in the early twentieth century were full-time child-
rearers (Cowan, 1983; Luxton, 1980), although the present proportion of women

with children in the paid workforce is higher than has been previously officially

¢ Anderson states bluntly that “there is not, nor ever has been, a single family
system. The West has always been characterized by diversity of family forms, by
diversity of family functions and by diversity in zttitudes to family relationships not
only over time but at any one point in time. There is, except at the most trivial level,
no Western family type” (1980a: 14).
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recorded, in Canada, the U.S., the U.K., and other Western countries.
However, as we shall see in Chapters IX and Xil, most of the parents | studied
had no doubts about the “traditional” form of the family, and the “roles” assigned to

men and women within it.

MOTHERHOOD AND FATHERHOOD AS THEY APPEAR [N THE LITERATURE

Sociological research on parenthood has until recently relied on a set of
assumptions that categorized what mothers and fathers do as roles which were
somehow “natural” and inherently “right”, as discussed below. Recently these
assumptions have been questioned. Robert Fein's (1978) categorization of
research on the father into traditional, modern and emergent perspectives ind'cates
some of the ways in which research on the father other than as a relatively distant
breadwinner has begun to make an appearance. A body of explicitly feminist work
on mothers is attiaining sizable proportions. A small amount of research looks at
both mothers and fathers within families: Rubin (1976) interviewed working-class
men and women about their lives, but not specifically about gender and parenting;
Luxton (1986) examined recent changes in the division of labour in some working-
class households, interviewing women and several men; Russell (1982a, 1982b,
1983), whose main interest was in men as primary caregivers, interviewed both
husbands and wives; Backett's (1982) study of middle-class families examined
family interactions, and employed extensive interviewing of spouses jointly and
separately. Most recently, Hochschild (1989) examined the “gender strategies”
adopted by couples to reconcile demands of home and employment. Below | shall
attempt to outline some of the major strands within sociological research on parents,

and then locate my own work with respect to these.

T

=3
~ by

£33



14

Approaches to Family Studies

Until quite recently, Parsons' functionalist dichotomy of instrumental
breadwinring father/expressive homemaking mother (Parsons and Bales, 1955)
appeared so basic to sociological family studies as to go unquestioned. This model
was in turn based on assumptions of motherhood and fatherhood as biologically
given and based on innate traits (nurturance, aggression), and as necessary not
only for society but for the satisfaction and menta! health of women and men
(Ehrenreich and English, 1979). The work of John Bowlby (e.g. 1965) and other
followers of Kleinian psychoanalysis fitted into this model, strengthening the idea
that children required one caretaker — the mother or her substitute (Dally, 1982;
Ehrenreich and English, 1979).

Parsons recognized problems and tensions within his family model. In
particular, the organization of labour by gender placed strain on women (Parsons
and Bales, 1955; Rapoport et al, 1980). However, many researchers who followed
him in assuming a gendered division of labour regarded this division as
unproblematic. The perspective tended to de-emphasize the actual experience and
meaning of being a mother or a father. For instance, the Newsons' descriptions of
child care (Newson and Newson, 1963, 1968), while giving some information on
how some parental activities difiered from the procedures recommended by nurses,
social workers and so forth, do not tell us much about actually being a mother or
father in the society they describe.

This model has been categorized by some more recent researchers as
conservative, monolithic, and undeniably sexist (Eichler, 1983), conventional,
(Rapoport et al, 1980), and relying heavily on a traditional view of gender roles
(Lamb, 1981, 1984).

Much family research has tended to look at “adjustment” to the family model on
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the part of individuals, lack of adjustment being viewed as a personality problem.
The development of family systems theory led to an emphasis on viewing, and
treating, the family as a whole, but this model retains much of its functionalist
heritage and tends to conceptualize the family in isolation from the rest of the world.
Further, like all functionalist models, it appears to its users as “gender-neutral” in the
sense that they assume that an essentially male perspective is appropriate to the
study of females as well as males, and that “the family" has a similar impact on the
male and female persons within it (Eichler, 1983). Some sociolog:sts, notably Blood
and Wolfe, have focused on “conjugal power” within a model of the family as a site
of equal bargaining (Brinkerhoff and Lupri, 1983). By means of equating power with
decision-making, and equating the buying of children's clothes with the buying of
cars or houses, they have demonstrated approximate equality of “power” within the
household. Needless to say, they did not examine the use of physical force (Eichler,
1983). Only recently have sociologists begun to examine violence against women
and children in the home, and to see such violence as stemming from gendered
power relations (Johnson, 1985).

The language of functionalism is still very much present. Sociological
discourse retains the notion of “gender roles”, with the idea of interchangeability
expressed in Michae!l Banton's (1965) work on role theory (Henriques et al, 1984,
Stacey and Thome, 1985). Elshtain (1982) describes how liberal feminists continue
to view family life in terms of “roles” — seemingly interchangeable, which can be put
off and on — and continues that

Motherhood is not a role on a par with being a file clerk, a scientist, or a
member of the air force. Mothering is a complicated, rich, ambivalent, vexing,
joyous activity which is biological, natural, social, symbolic, and emotional. It
carries profoundly resonant emotional and sexual imperatives . . . (Yet
negating all this,) women . . . are frequently urged to change roles in order to
solve their problems (p. 612).

7 Feminist psychologists have been attempting to deal with gendered violence in
the home on practical and theoretical bases since at least the mid-seventies.



16

Only by stepping outside the functionalist usage of “role” can we examine how
this language has become part of psychological, medical, “expert” and popular
discourse and how it reconstitutes family life.® In Chapter XI of this thesis |
reconsider “roles”, examining some of the underlying assumptions of Parson’s
formulation, and how mothers and fathers themselves use this discourse.

However, although much research on family life has been guided by the
Parsonian model, there are other ways of viewing families. One possible mode,
which | use here, is to focus on men as fathers and mother as mothers, seeing both
of these locations as problematic and as constituted by social relations of gender
and class. However, although there is a large and growing body of work on mothers
that has been undertaken from a feminist position of attention to gender, similar

studies of fathers have been few.

Research on Merni as Fathers

In discussing the course of research on fathers, Fein (1978) outlined three
research paradigms which he termed “traditional”, “modern” and “emergent”, of
which the first, essentially that of functionalism, saw fathers only in their instrumental
role, removed from the magic circle of mother and children. The second paradigm,
based on a psychological model of sex-role development, but relying on
functionalist images of the complete family, viewed the father's presence as
essential for the formation of “appropriate” personality traits in children. Part of his
“role” was to be “there” for his daughters to turn to for flattery to gain a feeling of

“femininity”, and for his sons to identify with during the resolution of the Oedipus

s We can see how ideas of the instrumental father and the expressive mother
may act to construct situations in which the mother “feels guilty” about leaving her
child at daycare, and continues to worry during the day, concerned that she must
remain contactable by teachers in case of problems arising. The father, on the other
hand, may find himself constrained to “forget” about family matters and concentrate
on the business of making money.
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complex or simply as a sex-role-mode!. Ideas of father-presence as normal,
absence as deviant, pervaded this approach.

Underlying both these paradigms were assumptions about the “male sex role”
and how men identified with it. A detailed discussion and critique of “the male sex-
role perspective” is given by Pleck (1987).° Male sex role identity theory, dominant
in American psychology for much of the present century, is based, Pleck says, in the
treating of masculinity as a commodity. A man could have enough masculinity (a
stable family man, a “good provider” — Bernard, 1981/89), not enough (resulting in
homosexuality, effeminacy) or too much (hypermasculinity).

According to Fein, the third perspective which he saw as “emergent” in the late
1970s was an attempt to investigate the actual behaviour of fathers and its meaning
and effect on both the father and his children, and sometimes on the mother. During
the 1970s, questioning of sex-appropriate characteristics by the women's
movement led to research which suggested that straightforward “presence” of the
father might not always automatically have positive consequences, especially for
daughters (e.g. Hunt and Hunt, 1977), and there was increasing awareness that not
all “present” fathers behaved according to the book, some playing a highly
participant part in their children's lives, some being completely unsupportive of both
mother and child in a material or psychological sense, or abusive. Further, a new
emphasis within social research on “meaning” led to a realisation that fatherhood
“meant” different things to different men, just as did motherhood to different women.
Pleck’s (1981) work proposing in place of the male sex role identity paradigm a “sex

role strain” paradigm, suggesting that the contradictory demands of the “male sex

* Pleck (1981, 1987) traces the development of male sex-role theory from the
publication of Lewis Terman and Catherine Miles’ Sex and Personality, in 1936, to
the present, beginning with the conceptualization of masculinity/femininity as a
dichotomy, and later incorporating the psychoanalytic concept of the male child's
identification with the father, which Parsons and his colleagues incorporated as part
of their socialization theory.
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role” itself were highly problematic for men, should be mentioned in this context.
However, until the mid-80s this perspective and its development did not
generate a great deal of research. Michael Lamb and his associates in the United
States were reexamining the psychology of fatherhood and similarity in parenting
abilities of men and women, combining this with various forms of psychological
research on non-traditional families, one-parent families included (Frodi and Lamb,
1978; Goldberg et al, 1985; Lamb, 1981, 1982a). Other research emphasized
“outcomes” of different fatherhood styles in terms of their effect cn children (Lamb,
1982b; Radin and Sagi, 1982, Russell 1978). In Britain, psychological research
tended to concentrate on “describing the field, investigating the nature and
involvement of father in the family . . . as well as the effects that children may have
on their fathers and vice versa” (Beail, 1983: 312). Benokraitis’ (1985) attempted
summary of sociological research on men as fathers in the U.S. found little to
summatrize; he produced instead a series of suggestions of how such research
might be conducted, should it occur. In Australia, Russell (1982a, 1982b, 1983,
1987) in his study of families with “caregiving” fathers attempted to combine ideas
about the meaning of fatherhood with social structural variables, but without a
theory of social structuring: nevertheless his work does give a sociological account
of the lives of participant fathers, comparing these to other fathers. (He categorizes
one to two percent of fathers as highly participant.) Much of this work, especially the
more psychologically oriented research, retained a positivistic methodology.
Recently, however, more theorists and researchers have begun to apply
insights generated by feminist principles to research on men, including men as
fathers. (See e.g. Carrigan et al, 1987, Connell, 1987, Kaufman, 1987, Rotundo,

1987.)"° What these researchers are saying, basically, is that the lives and

' Much of this work is perceived as attached to the anti-sexist “men’s movement”
and hence may be somewhat marginal to sociology and social theory. See Chapter
Il for comments on the marginality of feminist research within sociology.
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experiences of men in western society, like those of women, are gendered, and

cannot be understood except as constructed by gender, within society and history.

Research on Women as Mothers

By contrast, work on mothers is not in short supply, and stems from a wider
range of discourses. However, such work does not necessarily reflect the
experience of being a mother. The extreme emphasis on mothers as the central and
significant figures in the lives of young children is of fairly recent origin, dating from
tie mid to late 19th century. From that time to the present day a flood of prescriptive
literature has advised women on their importance, while for much of the time
implying that they are in need of expert assistance to carry out their childrearing
task. Watson in 1926 told mothers that they had no idea of how to raise a chiid
(Ehrenreich and English, 1979), and it was not until the middle years of this century
that Spock assured mothers that “You know more than you think you do” (cited in
Dally, 1982:83).

The “motherhood” studied by social scientists in the latter part of the twentieth
century had therefore undergone almost a century of prescription by “experis”. But
while present-day feminist research (Dally, 1982; New and David, 1985; Riley,
1983) recognizes and examines this deliberate ideological construction, earlier
sociological studies by and large did not do so. Parson’s (1955) formulation implies
that the “roles” of mother and father, sets of behaviour associated with these
statuses, had arisen because they were functional for society, “society” as
consensus, that is, not that they, and particularly the “mother’s role”, were prescribed
by a particular, and largely male, group of psychologists.

In Parsons’ formulation, “roles” are socially created. They are, however,
learned in early childhood through socialization and to explain this Parsons draws

on psychoanalytic theory and the internalization of the role in early childhood. But
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psychoanalytic theory " deals in the construction of the personality, and hence the
early childhood period, for Parsons, was one of the production of what Frank (1990)
terms “gender personalities”. In speaking of “the masculine personality” and “the
feminine personality” Parsons implies that “good” socialization and mothering (i.e.
that which is functional for society) will produce people of two very different kinds,
with different interests and talents, so that automatically

men would assume more technical, executive and judicial roles, women more
supportive, integrative and tension-managing roles (Parsons and Bales, 1953:
101).

As Frank (1990) points out, Parsons’ and Bales’ model is normative rather than
descriptive. It defines both normalcy and deviance.

()n the “normal” case, it is both true that every adult is a member of a nuclear
family and that every child must begin his process of socialization in a nuclear
family (Parsons, 1955/ /1980: 193).

Of course many adults in 1955 were not members of “nuclear families”.
Similarly many men and many women diverged from Parsons’ “male role” and
“female role”,'* but the normative nature of the model meant that they did not have

to be accounted for.

" Whereas Parsons emphasized the social nature of the construction of his
“roles”, the psychoanalytic model of internalization may connote a biological root to
sex-differentiated behaviour. From the psychoanalytic model come the assumptions
found by Oakley (1974) and Rapoport et al (1980) to underlie much usage of
Parsons’ sex-roles model, and indicated in this thesis in Chapter XIl.

= After saying that it is the father's breadwinning role that results in his
demarcation as “instrumental” leader, Parsons admits that “The presence of large
numbers of women in the American workforce must not be overlooked.
Nevertheless there can be no question of symmetry between the sexes in this
respect, and, we argue, no serious tendency in this direction.” (1980/1955:189). He
goes on to say that very few of these women are mothers of small children, and
where they are, they are not engaged in real breadwinning jobs. “It seems quite
safe in genera! to say that the adult feminine role has not ceased to be anchored
primarily in the internal affairs of the family, as wife, mother and manager of the
household” (p.191). In short, he proceeds to overiook the large number of women in
the workforce.
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Within families, anything other than “normal” mothering was doubly deviant.
Not only was a woman failing to fulfil her proper role, but she was jeopardizing her
child’s mental, physical and emotional health, creating a form a social pathology.
The psychological and psychoanalytic schools associated with Bo )y, Winnicot
and their followers (see Dally, 1982; New and David, 1985; Riley, 1983, for a
feminist discussion of this work), prescribing the mother-child relationship, have left
their effect in the popular images of motherhood and in the discourse of matemal
“guilt” as on the later sociological and psychological literature. | shall retum to this
point in Chapter Xi.

By the 1970s the joint effect of such prescriptive work with Parsonian
functionalism was a situation where sociological and psychological research started
from the presumption of a monolithic nuclear family as natural, anything else as
deviant (Eichler, 1983; Thorne, 1982). Within the domestic sphere, the mother was
conceptualized as having aimost unlimited power over her children (resulting in
criticisms of “overmothering”) and research tended to focus on “styles” of mothering
(critiqued by Rich, 1976), especially presumed adverse effects of “bad” mothering,
including outcomes of mother's employment outside the home (critiqued by Lamb,
1982a). Even in the eighties, research on day-care centres, for instance, was still
based on a model which assumed the “normal” situation to be that of the mother-at-
home-with-young-child (New and David, 1985). Belsky's focus on “insecure”
attachment of the children to their mothers, and his attempts (e.g. 1989) to
demonstrate that this insecurity is more common in day-care children, is a latter-day
continuance of such work.

Recent theory and research inspired by the women's movement has attacked
the “sex-roles” model of motherhood as not describing the reality of women'’s lives,
as assuming a consensual model of “normal” society, and as ignoring questions of

power. Much radical feminist research initially tended, paradoxically, to obscure
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women's experiences as mothers (Chodorow and Contratto, 1982, Thorne 1982),
by viewing motherhood solely in terms of oppression. (See e.g. Firestone, 1972.)
Later Rich (1976) dealt with motherhood as an area in which male-constructed
social constraints resulted in the oppression of women as potential or actual
mothers. O'Brien’s (1981, 1982) theorizing of different reproductive experiences of
women and men is an attempt to provide a materialist grounding for an
understanding of the historic and continuing oppression of women. Various
accounts modify psychoanalytic theory to speculate on the nature of patriarchy and
its link with female mothering (Chodorow, 1974, 1978; Dinnerstein, 1976; Flax,
1983; for criticism of this work Bart, 1984; Young, 1984). From a socialist feminist
perspective, Barrett and Mcintosh (1982) have theorized the nuclear family as an
institution of women'’s cppression, and many others have discussed the shape and
form of the nuclear family and its constitution by both patriarchy and capitalism."
Other researchers have emphasized what mothers do and the ways in which
they cope with their social world, investigating different aspects of women's
motherhood. These aspects include childbirth (Kitzinger, 1978; Oakley, 1980) and
the history of change to this process (Dye, 1980; Oakley, 1986). They include the
meaning of motherhood to its practitioners (Boulton, 1983; Gieve, 1989; Rich, 1976).
Some researchers have focussed on the construction of that meaning, examining
the ideology of motherhood (Dally, 1982; Wearing, 1984); the discourse of
“mothering” (Griffith and Smith, 1987; Urwin, 1985); and incorporating the idea that
“mothering” is not necessarily women's work but that structural features act to keep

men out of it (New and David, 1985, Polatnick, 1984), even as they act to keep

' Many researchers have taken part in the “domestic labour” debate on the
relationship between patriarchy and capitalism and the household as a focal point
of their interaction. Is domestic labour “productive”, in the sense that paid labour is
“productive”? Do women as household workers form a class? See e.g. Fox, 1980;
Hartmann, 1981; Seccombe, 1980; Young, 1981. For a more general and extended
treatment of capitalism and patriarchy, see Barrett, 1980, Burton, 1985.
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women in the home. Further, these aspects include women's work in the home (e.g.
Luton, 1980, 1986, stemming from a socialist-feminist approach to housework and
childcare as domestic labour), and pressures on mothers in the labour force
(Rapoport and Rapoport, 1976) and the different labour-market solutions they adopt
(Duffy, Mandel and Pupo, 1989).

What these later authors mentioned here have in common is that they see
mothering as socially constructed and as work that women do, which can be made
harder, or eased by the circumstances, material or ideological, in which it is done.
This therefore represents a break with the functionalist and popular definitions of

mothering both as natural and as “not really work”.

Research on Mothers and Fathers

There seems, however, to be very little research grounded in experiences of
both mothers and fathers. Few researchers have followed the examples of Backett
(1982), Edgell (1980), Rubin (1976) and Russell (1983) in interviewing both
partners in a two-parent household, Hochschild (1989) being a notable exception.
Further, of the examples named here, only Edgell, Rubin and Hochschild have
attempted to analyse their couples' experiences in a way that examines their
location within the social structure (and Edgel! looks at middle-class partners, Rubin
at working-class ones, as couples, rather than as parents). Backett's fascinating
study of parents in Edinburgh uses an interactionist approach to describe the way
couples jointly and severally interpret their experiences, and how parents deal with
differences of interpretation in terms of “coping strategies”, but does not go beyond
to an analysis of the ways in which these experiences are structured, for the
couples, by their location as middle-class men and women in a gendered society,
which would require a historical and materialist consideration of that location.

More recently, Hochschild (1989) has attempted to examine domestic labour,
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the “second shift” of her title, in terms of the “gender strategies” adopted by
individual men and women. Her work bears many similarities with that of Backett,
but Hochschild goes further in her interpretation of gender strategies as structured
by social and personal events and pressures. Aspects of Backett's and Hochschild's
work are discussed in Chapter X.

In focussing my research on women and men as parents, therefore, | am
attempting to address a perceived lack of material in this area, from a critical
perspective, by applying the kind of consideration which has been given to mothers’

family lives also to that of fathers and to the interaction between the parents.

Historical research on families

The study of the history of families and childhood only really emerged some
fime after the publication of Aries' Centuries of Childhood (1962), with much of the
work of the 1970s following Aries in taking an idealistic approach towards family
change, and tending to pursue the linear development of “the family”, for good or ill.
(Shorter, 1975, and Stone, 1968, for example, saw change as progress, where
Aries saw many changes in ideas of the family and childhood as regressive.) The
more psychoanalytically oriented school associated with De Mause (see e.g. Fox
and Quitt, 1980) also viewed change as progress. There is a sense here of
movement, or evolution, toward a modern sentimental view of parenthood,
particularly motherhood, as nurturant, caring and self-sacrificing. The emphasis on
ideals and sentiments led to an upsurge of “objective” material based on
demographic data, such as that associated with Peter Lazlett (Anderson, 1980a).

Recent developments have lain in an increasing awareness of complexity and
diversity (for example in the work of Anderson, 1980b; Greven, 1977; Pollock, 1983)
and the appearance of explicitly feminist material aiming to counteract not only

previous preoccupations with male behaviour and images, but the still-prevalent

o
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view of the family past or present as neutral or even-handed in its differential effects
on men and on women. Much feminist research uses a specifically materialist
analysis (Cowan, 1983; Lewis, 1986; Scott and Tilley, 1975; Tilley and Scott, 1978)
to investigate the experiences of women of previous generations and to point to
historical changes in the construction and implications of gender,

The importance of this material for my work is in the sense of change which
emerges from even the most functionalist of the historical studies. Present-day
ideological forms of the nuclear family and of motherhood have not been constant,
but have arisen over time. The discourse of “sex-roles”, as | have earlier indicated,
has a traceable history. In this thesis | attempt to focus on the reconstitution of these
ideological forms, through discursive practices, within actual families, and examine

their use in the construction of experiences of women and men.

THE PRESENT STUDY IN PERSPECTIVE

In my research, therefore, | am endeavouring to examine families (not “the
family”) in terms of the construction of daily lives of individual women and men, by
treating as problematic what was so long taken for graried, the behaviours and
practices associated with fatherhood and motherhood. Further | regard these sets of
behaviours and practices as created by the participants out of the assumptions
surrounding the concepts “mother” and “father”. In doing this | am indebted to those
authors who have brought a feminist and historical perspective to the study of both
wemen as mothers and men as fathers and who have endeavoured to trace the
developments of institutions and practices affecting women's and men's experience
of family life today. It is their deconstruction of the Parsonian concepts of
instrumental and expressive roles and the ideology of motherhood purveyed by
psychological and psychoanalytic “experts” that has enabled me to appreciate the

extent to which these concepts and the terminology of roles and socialization today
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structure the lives of the ordinary people whom | have interviewed, as | suggest in
Chapter XIlI.

However, while the work briefly reviewed here indicates the substantive area of
my research, it indicates neither how | have approached my study of parents nor the
sociological and analytic framework of the study. | therefore turn in Chapter Il to a
consideration of the methodological and epistemological underpinnings of my

research.
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ll. DOING QUALITATIVE FEMINIST RESEARCH: A METHODOLOGICAL
AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL DISCUSSION

INTRODUCTION

It follows from any consideration of the literature on parents, particularly on
mothers, that the results of attempts to discover “what parents do”, let alone the
meaning of parenting for them, will be dependent not only on the particular mothers
and fathers under study but on the approach of the researcher. In this chapter |
endeavour to present a rationale for my use of a feminist and qualitative paradigm.

| begin by focusing on qualitative research and what Bredo and Feinberg
(1982) term the interpretive' paradigm: research that describes the action of
participants in terms of their own frameworks of reference or their own perspectives.
This to me represents a first stage in examining what it is parents do. However,
several social theorists have criticized interpretative work as having the potential to
becorme infinitely relative, without uncovering how participants’ own perspectives
have themselves arisen. | indicate how assumptions behind interpretative work can
be modified to enable the researcher to locate participants and their practices within
a social structure that these practices in turn reconstitute. Here | draw on the work of
Giddens (1984) on the structuring of society through rules and resources and their
operation on daily practice, Henriques et al (1984) on the structuring of subjectivity
through discourse, and Smith’s (1979) concept of a “sociology for women” and the
uncovering of systematic reorganization of daily experience to reveal the operation

of power and oppression.

" Giddens uses “interpretative”. This is one example of transatlantic confusion
over terms and spellings. The Gage Canadian Dictionary (Avis gt al, 1983) allows
both versions, but defines the U.S. “interpretive” by referring to “interpretative”. |
shall use the British spelling unless referring to an American author (as here). In
general my policy on spellings is to refer to Gage, and if two are given, to use the
British version, which | grew up with.

27
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Many cf the points | deal with in this chapter are indicated by Cook and Fonow
(1986), who discuss in detail five basic epistemological principles relating to
feminist methodology, these being:

a. continuous attention to gender, including during the research process;
b. the centrality of consciousness raising as method;

c. the necessity of challenging “objectivity” as a concept that implies an
unwarranted separation of the researcher from the researched and from the
research process;

d. a concern for ethical questions, not necessarily those of conventional
“ethics”; and

e. the idea that the research should have a liberatory aim, focussed against
patriarchy and its institutions.

They point out that not all research described as “feminist” will show all of
these: but all in part demonstrate some: that is, there is no one unique “feminist
methodology” but there are many related methodologies that can and do claim to be
feminist.

In this chapter | deal with the first three of their points. The potential for
research as liberatory is not directly addressed here, although in a sense it is
implicit in the idea of the interview as potentially consciousness-raising (for both
researched and researcher). However, the basic aim of my research was not only to
produce knowledge for its own sake. My study of families was initiated because of
what | saw as a linked series of problems relating to oppression based on gender
and around the concept of “the family”, and | share with many researchers the hope
that at some point our work will have practical application in the alleviation of these
problems. Indezd, as | suggest in Chapter |, | see my conclusions as having direct

relevance for educators both in increasing their understanding of the classed and
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gendered practices of families from which schoolchildren come, and in developing

ways in which teachers’ own practices may challenge patriarchy.
USING A QUALITATIVE PARADIGM

Magoon (1977: 652) points to three assumptions underlying much qualitative
research. The people studied are knowing beings; they control their behaviour
knowingly, as autonomous actors, within the constraints of society; and they, as
human beings, have evolved in such a way that they can attend to deep rather than
surface meanings, rapidly organize the complexity of the work around them into
“knowledge”, and take on and reconstruct elaborate social roles. From these
assumptions we can make some hypothetical statements about the social world and
how we can study it. According to Wilson (1977) and Owens (1982), human
behaviour is context and situationally influenced, and hence must be studied in
context, within the subjective reality of the everyday world of the respondent (Berger
and Luckmann, 1967). Furthermore, to understand and describe human behaviour,
it is necessary to understand the framework through which the people studied
interpret their environment, that is, the meanings of the situation to them, which can
best be done “through understanding their thoughts, feelings, values, perceptions,
and their actions” (Owens, 1982: 5).

The knowledge of others is both made possible and limited by the subjective
reality we share with them (Berger and Luckmann, 1967), the everyday world in
which both observer and observed have their being. This everyday, commonsense
reality, the common stock of knowledge and its language are in daily life accepted
as unproblematic; the background to one’s “reality” is not generally examined, and
remains opaque. The task of the researcher using qualitative methods becomes that

of minimizing this opacity, or in Smith’s phrase of “taking the everyday world as

e -
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problematic” (Smith, 1986:12).

According to Schutz (1967) we cannot directly “know” the experiences and
subjective meanings of others. However, we can perceive these subjective
meanings, in the sense of external perception. People give indices of their
subjective processes, which may be deliberate signs (e.g. by using language)
(Berger and Luckmann, 1967), but may also be non-deliberate on their part. This
concept of signitive perception of another's subjective knowledge makes possible
sociological interpretation of meanings, through perception of either the bodily
movements of the other or “some cultura! artifact he has produced as a ‘field of
expression’ for these experiences” (Schutz, 1967: 100).

There are certain problems with this concept as outlined so far. Attempts to
uncover the subjective meanings of participants are dependent on the researcher's
own perceptions, and lay open the researcher to charges of misinterpretation and
bias: in my case, feminist “bias”, and the charge of looking for oppression where
according to anti-feminists it has no existence. Some adherents of a qualitative
methodology claim that misinterpretation of evants can be countered by inviting
respondents to read accounts of scenes witnessed by the observer, or transcripts of
interviews, and hence to validate the data.

Charges of bias in interpretation must, however, be considered on a more
theoretical level. This concerns “objectivity” of data. The researcher, like the
informant, is a participant in a social scene, involved in the construction of reality.
According to one school of thought, the researcher can facilitate the uncovering of
the reality of participants by “bracketing” her assumptions about the way the world
works, by somehow setting aside her own view of the world in order to let the “facts”
emerge from the data. Schwartz and Jacob (1979: 28) describe this as “to minimize
explicit preconceptions — for example, by not familiarizing yourself with the

literature in advance, and just ‘hanging out' in the field for a while” (emphasis in
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original). This approach runs into problems when we consider the interactive nature
of research. The researcher’s contribution to the interview and to the selection of
daia to record must be guided by something. Assuming that one can minimize
preconceptions means that they become implicit, and their guiding effect on
observation becomes hard to uncover and remove at a later date.

An alternative way is to declare, so far as possible, one’s preconceptions and
to use them as “sensitizing concepts”, ideas which can be examined and modified
through the research. This forms part of the approach suggested by Glaser and
Strauss (19567).

Mehan, in outlining a method for developing “constitutive ethnography” (1979),
suggested a four-part schema: retrievability of data, so that data can be constantly
referred to and be available to others also; comprehensive treatment of data, so that
all items are viewed as important; a requirement to validate both data and their
treatment by means of a convergence in perspective between researcher and
participant; and a requirement that the level of analysis be interactional, dealing
with the actions and talk of the participants and not with imputed motivation Gi
these, data retrievability may be hard to achieve in practice (for irstance, if
interviews are audio-taped the visual component is forever lost), and could pose
ethical problems regarding identifiability of respondents. Comprehensiveness of
data treatment, if taken to mean inclusion of all items in analysis, could never be
achieved in practice, but it can be taken to mean that the researcher should be
aware of which items were being omitted from analysis, and the reason for their
omission. However, both these points imply that what constitutes a datum is self-
evident.

The concept of participant validation is an important one when applied to data:
the researcher has an opportunity to check, after an interview, that she and the

informant have the same perceptions of the content of the interview. But Mehan
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appears to suggest that the researcher should not go beyond a faithful description
of interactions and their meanings to participants. Edwards and Furlong (1985)
recognize both strengths and weaknesses in this technique.

Mehan’s insistence on a convergence of view between researcher and
researched recognizes the danger that researchers may impose their own
frame of references on participants who are given no chance to talk back, or
may use selected aspecis of the situation they are studying to illustrate their
own prior concerns . . . But is not respondent validation necessarily limited
where the concerns of researcher and researched only partly overlap, and
where the researcher may wish to do something other than simply confirm and
be confirmed by professional commonsense? (p.28, the professional
commonsense being that of teachers.)

Similarly, a concentration on interaction may constrain the researcher to look
only at the immediate reality of the participants without being able to embed it in any
wider framework.

In studying families, my main purpose was not to reflect commonsense views
of parenthood, but to examine how the practices and opinions of parents are
constituted by and constitute a gendered society. This | could not do if my analysis
was to be bound by the participants’ views of “gender-roles”. Mothers and fathers
have their existence within families, but “the family” has social meaning, as do the
terms “mother” and “father”: all have a place, for instance, within discourses of
“parenting” and “parenting roles”, and those social meanings, with other resources
available to parents, structure the actual lived experience of the individual women
and men who in turn re-create the meanings.

Examination of this structuring and re-creation requires a consideration of the
relation of the individual to the social world, and how this has been theorized by

feminists and others. Accordingly it is to this that | turn next.
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CIAL AND INDIVIDUAL, STRUCTURE AND AGENCY: DUALISMS IN
RESEARCH

My problems of “seeing” family life as socially structured, both in terms of
relating families and structure, and of inserting my own viewpoint rather than
reflecting participants’ meanings, are part of two larger questions: how to reconcile
“the social” and “the individual”, or the structure of the social world and human
experience and agency; and the relation of the social scientist to the observed
social world. The latter can encompass two aspects: in what sense can the social

world be “known”, and where does the knower stand to make the observation?

Critical theory and structuration

Many of these debates are evident in the work of the Frankfurt School, most
recently of Jurgen Habermas (see McCarthy, 1978). Central to this work is the idea
that knowledge is always based in human interest: Habermas identifies three
cognitive “interests™ , of which the third, the emancipatory interest, constitutes
critical theory. According to Habermas the emancipatory interest arises in response
to “systematically distorted communication and thinly legitimated repression”
(McCarthy, 1978: 93). These in turn are found where domination, of some form, is
institutionalized.

The important aspects of Habermas’s critical theory for feminist researchers

appear to me as: its emphasis on theory as liberatory; its critique of positivism and

= The three interests are technical, practical and emancipatory. Positivistic
science is the knowledge form associated with the technical interest and the desire
to predict and control the natural world, depending for its success on available
technology. Interpretative social science is constituted by the practical interest,
based in the search for understanding of the intersubjective world. The third
cognitive interest, the emancipatory, constitutes the critical sciences such as
psychoanalysis and the critique of ideology, including critical social theory (Bredo
and Feinberg, 1982; McCarthy, 1978).
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positivistic methodology (including the separation of the knower from the known) as
inappropriate for the development of critical theory; its emphasis on the systematic
distortion of communication, or distortion of experience, by some form of
institutionalized structuring process; the 1dea that the distorting process can be
uncovered through self-reflection, both on the “general presuppositions and
conditions of valid knowledge and action” (McCarthy, 1978:94), and on the
researcher's own situation, historical location and thought pattern; and the attempt
to use some form of theory of the production of subjectivity (for Habermas, Freudian
theory) to uncover distortion.

Anthony Giddens, in developing his theory of structuration (Giddens, 1979,
1982, 1984), uses some concepts similar to those of the Frankiurt Schiool. In
reconceptualizing the dualism of structure and agency as a duality, Giddens is
responding to a debate between humanist and structuralist thinking, the first tending
to stress individual agency, the second social structurs. This debate was in turn a
response to functionalist descriptions of a consensual society and orthodox marxist
descriptions of class conflict. Giddens has been considerably influenced by
structuralists such as Althusser, and post-structuralists, notably Foucault. He draws
directly, if critically, on the work of Karl Marx.

In functionalist thought, structure is visualized as rigid, like the girders of a
building, or as a “patterning” of social relations or social phenomena; external to the
individual, placing physical constraint on the individual's actions. At once an
opposition of subject and structure has been instituted, and remains inherent in all
social theory which utilizes this kind of view (Giddens, 1984). Structuralist and post-
structuralist conceptualizations of structure are, says Giddens,

more interesting. Here [structure] is characteristically thought of not as a
patterning of presences but as an irtersection of presence and absence;
underlying codes have to be inferred from surface manifestation (p. 16).

e I e I P
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Giddens uses both structuralist and earlier ideas about structure, differentiating
between “structure” and “social system”. Social systems he describes as essentially
the patterning of human social relations within societies, “reproduced relations
between actors or collectivities, organized as regular social practices” (1984: 25).
He conceptualizes structures as “rules and resources, or sets of transformational
relations, organized as properties of social systems”, and structuration implies
“conditions governing the continuity or transmutation of structures, and therefore the
reproduction of social systems” (p.25).

Thus instead of structure implying a rigid framework we now have a set of rules
of signification, domination and legitimation,® a ‘“virtual order" capable of being
changed and with no existence independent of the social system of which these
rules are properties. Structure in this sense, says Giddens, has “duality” in that it
both reconstitutes and is reconstituted by the actions and relations of individuals
within the system.

This affects the question of how the observer can view society. If structure is not
a thing in itself but a process, both modifying and re-created by the actions and
relations of individual agents, the social scientist must look to the experiences and
intentions of the agents for information. Giddens therefore inclines towards an
interpretative or hermeneutical/phenomenological methodology, but refers to
problems of subjectivity or relativism inherent in reflecting the views of participants
in the research: such a subjectivist understanding of meanings of individuals alone
may lead to a very conservative world view (Giddens, 1982; Farganis, 1986). The
social world is not “the plastic creation of human subjects”, as suggested by

hermeneutic approaches (Giddens, 1984:26). Structuring rules and resources have

* By that, Giddens means rules setting how meaning is conveyed, the direction
and nature of power relations, and how both meaning and power appear “natural”
or “right”.
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developed socially, over time, and not always intentionally. Actions have
unanticipated consequences, and these consequences, with intended ones,
constitute and reconstitute structure and system. For Giddens, social research
requires an understanding of the meaning of participants (including their
understanding of structure), embedded in a further understanding of the nature of
structure and system, including the historical development of the institutions within
which actions have their being and including the institution and ideology of social
science itself.

Giddens, however, gives little direction to the ressarcher on how to proceed
(Conneli, 1987), or where in this the researcher is herself located. The structuring
processes operate on lived experience, which acquires historically specific
meaning for the participants, and to understand both this operation and these
meanings requires an examination of the production of subjectivities of both
respondenis and researcher. Accordingly, | will turn to Henriques et al (1984) and

their theorizing of subjectivity.

Subjectivity and Power

“Subjectivity™ refers to how people interact with their world: their motivations,
their emotions, their thought processes. Clearly these relate to their perceptions of
the world, and these perceptions are always ideological. Put simply, people think
about what they are doing, and that thinking is based on what they aiready know or

believe. These beliefs are not always (or ever?) coherent or rational ones. Although

+ Simon (1987: 157) describes subjectivity as including :

both conceptually organized articulated knowledge and elements that move
us without being consciously expressed . . . both pre-conscious taken-for-
granted knowiedge and the radical and sedimented needs and desires that
are expressed in our demands on ourselves and others . . . Subjectivity
reflects both objective conditions and a socially constructed representation of
everyday life (p. 157).
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ideology is often considered as central to the oppression of women, this tends to be
taken for granted rather than clearly demonstrated. Ideology “remains inadequately
theorized in both Marxist and feminist theory”, according to Barrett (1980: 84). In
orthodox marxist theory ideology is subordinate to production. Much feminist
theorizing has been built on the later work of Althusser, who in part “rescued”
ideology from this material determinism by attributing relative autonomy to
ideological state apparatuses (Althusser, 1970; Balbus, 1982; Barrett, 1980;
Henriques et al, 1984), though still retaining the economic base as a last resort of
determination. Later post-structuralist work has reinterpreted these ideological
apparatuses in terms of multiple discourses®, in part as a response to dissatisfaction
with the “functionalist elements remaining in post-Althusserian Marxist theory; for
instance to ideas about the functions of patriarchy for capitalism” (Barrett, 1980).

Discourse analysis, particularly as outlined by Henriques et al (1984), can
provide a vehicle for the examination of the operation of structuration. Discourse
theory, based on the work of Michel Foucault (e.g. 1978), departs from the idea of a
material base on which an ideological superstructure depends. Sue lLees says
(1986: 159) in discussing her study of adolescent girls,

There is no ‘buse’ or ‘material substratum’ of which the language of ‘slags’ and
‘drags’ is the verbal and mental reflection of the ‘superstructure’. All sorts of
people are continually engaging in practices through which the language is
used and perpetuated . . .There is no hidden reality of power of which [these
practices] are the appearance. Rather they are the material practices, the
discourses of sexist power (emphasis in original).

s A discourse can be appropriately defined as “an identifiable array of terms and
statements which refer to a single object, in the widest sense of object or, indeed,
arguably constitute that object themselves” (Riley, 1983: 13). Hollway's (1984)
identification of three different discourses regarding male-female sex relations
constitutes a very ciear example of the use of discourse analysis.
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Henriques et al (1984) deconstruct the notion of the “individual subject™ of
traditional psychological and social theory, and demonstrate “psychology’s part in
the practices of social regulation and administration and how the very notion of
‘individual’ is a product of discourses which have developed through these
practices” (Henriques et al, 1984: 1). Thus they state that

the subject itself is the effect of a production, caught in the mutually constitutive
web of social practices, discourses and subjectivity; its reality is the tissue of
social relations (1984: 117).

Henriques et al build on Althusser's use of Lacanian psychoanalysis to bridge
the gap between ideas and subjectivity, but go beyond his later concept of the
relative autonomy of ideological state apparatuses (Althusser, 1970) which privilege
the role of the state, by turning instead to the concept of the various and varied
discourses available within any one area and their relationship to each other and to
social networks and practices, to “bring to the forefront the relation of knowledge
and power” (Henriques et al, 1984: 115).

There are problems with too heavy a reliance on discourse. It can lead to a
type of discourse determinism, with discourses appearing to maintain or create
power relations almost haphazardly. If both power and resistance are seen as
generalized, inherent in many diverse discourses, then the origins of both power
and resistance strategies are obscured Riley (1983). The concept of the human as
purposeful agent tends once again to disappear (Giddens, 1982).

As a partial solution to the drift into further discourse determinism, Henriques et
al reconsider how the subject is inserted into discourse, and what constitutes that
“subject” — not, surely, the unitary, “male, European, rational individual” of orthodox

psychology (Venn, 1984: 130). Henriques et al (1984) state that we require some

* See Henriques’ (1984) discussion of the ways in which racism becomes, in the
psychological discourse around prejudice, an attribute of the personality of
individual police officers, “caused” by the presence of blacks.
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account of initial formation of subjectivity, and they proffer a psychoanalytic
explanation derived from that of Lacan, by reworking his account to give a less
masculist, more historically specific reading. 7

For my purposes, the importance of this is to see my respondents as social
beings who come to their mothernood or fatherhood already positioned within
changing discourses, the effect of which is to constitute them as subjectivities. They
have ways of perceiving the world and the resources available to tham that impute
meaning to that world and these resources. As they engage with the social and
material worid, they modify their practices according to this meaning. But though the
discourses are many, and though they may take new forms, they are not haphazard.
Particular discursive practices act to reinforce, or sometimes to challenge or resist,
power relations of gender, class and race within society. Discourses are created or
given validity in a number of ways, and in many cases authorized by what we might
call, following Smith (1987), the “ruling apparatus”.

Such an approach does not resolve all problems associated with discourse
analysis. Women are oppressed virtually everywhere (Barrett, 1980). A
concentration on “discourse” tends to obscure this. If all dominant discourses, at
least in the Western world, carry and maintain this oppression so that, in
MacKinnon's words (1982: 533) “sexuality . . . is a form of power”, it may at some
point be necessary to go beyond the individual's insertion into particular discourses
to examine the conditions of capitalism and patriarchy within which some
discourses become dominant, while others remain vehicles of resistance or are

ultimately suppressed.

7Urwin (1984) describes children as entering into particular, specific discourses
rather than a vague, general “symbolic order”, through engaging in various social
practices, initially by identifying with some “Other” (often the mother) and thus being
able to take up positions within a “discursive frame of reference”. The discourses
within which that “Other” is nositioned imply and reconstitute power-knowledge
relations, and thus along with language, the child is learning about power.
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Power may be discursively maintained, but the power of an army to pillage,
rape and torture is not, to the oppressed, experienced at the level of discourse.
Furthermore, an emphasis only on discourse can suggest that all discourses have
the potential to become dominant. But the ideology of male dominance is in some
sense a cohesive whole. Attempts have been made to root it in women’s mothering
(Chodorow, 1978; Balbus, 1982) and in men’s uncertain fatherhood, relating to the
different female and male experiences of reproduction (O’'Brien, 1981, 1982).

However, this thesis is an examination of the everyday lives of women and
men. Arguing the primacy of capitalism or patriarchy is beyond its scope, and not
required in order to understand these parents’ positioning. | do not here trace
discourses to their origin (if that is possible). What | do, in Chapter XI, is to examine
some prevalent discourses parents use and to trace, for the two that seem to me
paramount, how they come to be part of my respondents’ practice. Both of these
(“roles” and “pbonding” discourses) arrive by way of advice to parents, and are
modified and simplified forms of academic discourses. The effect of both is to
constitute women as responsible for housework and childcare, while distancing
men from their small children; and to aid in the construction of unequal value of
male and female contributions to the home, and ultimately to maintain or create a

power imbalance both in the house and outside it.

Qbijectivity/Subjectivity and a Feminist Standpoint

The debates surrounding theory/practice and objective/subjective dualisms
address the question of the relation of the social observer to the observed social
world, which form part of the Frankfurt School's critique of positivism. Giddens
implies (1984) that the knower's relation to the known is not “objective”, in the sense
that the researcher is a participant in the situation of the research process. Feminist

social theorists have examined both the theory/practice and subjective/objective
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dualisms. Sandra Harding, among others, discusses how dualisms are inherent in
Western society and thinking. The dichotomy that sets culture (masculine) against

nature (feminine) —

reappears in complex and ambiguous ways in a number of other oppositions
.. . reason versus the passions and emotions; objectivity versus subjectivity;
mind versus the body and physical matter; abstract versus concrete; public
versus private — to name but a few . . . In each case, the latter is perceived as
an immensely powerful threat that will 1ise up and overwhelm the former
unless the former exerts severe controls over the latter (Harding, 1987: 299).

These dichotomies are so much a part of Western thinking that the tendency
toward them ideologically “structures public policy, institutional and social practices,
the organization of the disciplines . . . indeed the very way we see the world around
us” (p.299). While feminists criticise these dichotomies, we are forced to live and
think within them.

Members of the Frankfurt School have examined the western idea of the use of
science to control the threat of “nature” resulting in the objectification of nature as a
collection of “natural laws” (Leiss, 1974: 151). This objectification extends to people
(as part of the natural world), thus legitimating their subjugation and control by
ruling groups (Held, 1980). Feminists also see the objectification of the natural
world as linked to the interest of ruling groups within society, but point out that these
ruling groups have been male.’

Dualism, along with the dominance of one side of the dichotomy over the other,
marks phallocentric society and social theory” (Hartsock 1983:297).

Feminist critique of social theory includes a discussion of whether women,
because of their subordinate status, may be able to bring a different kind of

approach to the study of both social and naturai worlds.® This leads towards the

s And women have been seen by members of ruling groups, and others, as
closer to “nature”, i.e. in need of control.

» See Keller, 1985, in particular her paper on Barbara McClintock.
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question of where the observer would stand, in such an approach, to make her
observations of the social world. Both the “subjects” of observation and the observer
are located, spatally, temporally, and socially within this world (Smith, 1972, 1979,
1981; Morgan, 1981). What the observer sees and records will be interpreted
through her location and her relation to the observed. Observation and knowledge
have a sociai construction whereby the experiences of the observed have been
discursively organized in entering the researcher's experience, and discursively
organized, too, in entering the consciousness of the people researched.

Smith (1979, 1986) in developinn her concept of “a sociology for women”
indicates that by beginning with the everyday experience of people, ourselves
included, we can uncover the systematic reorganization of this experience, by
institutional practices,.including discourse practices, and by networks of social
relations reconstituted by these discourses. This view of experience as
systematically structured allows for the possibility of what Smith has called a
“pifurcation of consciousness” (Smith, 1979: 170). There may be a conflict or
disjunction between a woman's experience and the verbal and other conceptual
apparatus she has available o think about it: these latter being derived from
dominant (male) ideology (Kasper, 1986). This disjunction represents a point of
entry for a feminist analysis, from a woman’s standpoint, of both experience and
structuring ideology. From the viewpoint of the dominant ideology, the disjunction is
not visible.

Such examination of the structuring of experience, by researcher, researched
or both, is essentially a consciousness-raising process. MacKinnon (1982) has
argued that central to feminist theory and practice is consciousness-raising,
whereby women can examine the oppressions of other wome:: through their own
experiences. Stanley and Wise (1983) point out that feminist theory relates not only

to “the research” but to their own daily existence and practice as women in a
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gendered society. There is no separation of “theory” from “practice”. This is
essentially a corollary of feminism’s status as political strategy as well as theory.
Converssly, Staniey and Wise believe that theory must have its roots in daily
experience.

I will not here engage the debate between “standpoint” and “postmodernist”
feminist theorists (see e.g. Harding, 1983, 1986, 1987; Stanley and Wise, 1990;
Walby, 1990). While | have considerable sympathy for the post-modernist feminist
argument (that women’s oppression differs according to, for instance, locality, race,
sexual orientation, and cannot be accounted for by one sweeping theory), | see
problems of a pragmatic nature inherent in this approach. Harding (1987) suggests
there is a certain luxury in being able to take up the position of post-modern
relativism, a sense in which such positions are for dominant discourses only. As
marginalized feminists®, if we are to attempt to place gender as central to
sociological thinking we must emphasize the similarities, though not the sameness,

of women's experiences of oppression'. Pragmatically, therefore, a standpoint

© For accounts of the marginalization of feminism within social science
disciplines, see Acker (1989), Smith (1989) and Stacey and Thorne (1985).

" | must here note a difference between (for instance) Hartsock's use of a
“feminist standpoirit” (1983) and Smith’s “standpoint of women”. While Hartsock’s
appears as a theoretical standpoint, an analytical tool both embedded in and critical
of a particular male dominant set of social relations, Smith recommends the
particular methodological approach of starting “where women actually are” (1987:
47; emphasis in original), in their everyday lives and work, in order to explore the
social relations to which they are party. While this remains a standpoint approach, it
does not postulate that all women share the same location. In Hartsock’s
formulation “women” or “women’s labour” is easily abstracted, and indeed Hartsock
recognizes the dangers in her “attempt to move beyond a theory of the extraction
and appropriation of women'’s activity and women themselves”, saying,

| adopt this strategy with some reluctance, since it contains the danger of
making invisible the experience of lesbians or women of color. At the same
time, | recognize that the effort to uncover a feminist standpoint assumes that
there are some things common to all women's lives in Western class societies
(1983: 290).
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approach may be essential; and here | must agree with the recent statement of
Stanley and Wise (1990) that:

We ally ourselves with a deconstructed and reconstructed feminist standpoint
epistemology, one which rejects the ‘successor-science’ label and insists on
the existence of feminist standpoints (p. 47, emphasis in original).

Though “the material forms of our oppression” may differ (Stanley and Wise,
1983: 172) through our insertions into specific historical discursive practices of
gender, race, and class, it is possible to find ways in which these different, specific
discourses are articulated by commonalities of structuring to particular directions of
the operation of power. “Gender and race, or more precisely, patriarchy and racism,
remain potent social forces, and neither has capitalism withered away” (Walby,
1990). The wielding of patriarchal power against women can be traced back at least

as far as the supposedly “reformist” laws of Hammurapi (Smith, 1970).

DOING “STANDPOINT” QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: ASSUMPTIONS BEHIND THE
RESEARCH

In the previous section | have reviewed ideas about the social world and the
location within it of both researched and researcher. It is time, now, to indicate how
these formed a basis for my research. Te do this | shall return to Magoon's (1977)
model of three assumptions about the nature of the social world underlying
qualitative research, and modify this. My modified model therefore becomes:

a. People are knowing beings.

b. They control their behaviour knowingly, as autonomous actors within
constraints which they perceive as those of society.

¢. Their knowledge is discursively constituted: the world they perceive
includes themselves and their positioning within a discursive frame of
reference.

d. This positioning assigns power to them and value to their practices, in their
own eyes and those of others who share the discourse.
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e. The resources and practices, including discursive practices, which structure
their social world and their positioning within it have come from
somewhere, i.e. are themselves socially constituted and relate to historical
power structures of gender, race and class. The power and value they
convey are not haphazardly assigned.

My task as researcher was to attempt to uncover the structuring operation of
practices and resources in the everyday lives of the men and women | was studying,
to examine how perceptions of these practices and resources were constituted by
discourse, and to examine how discursive practices were resisted or modified or
reconstituted by the participants. This required me to not only reflect the “meanings”
of the participants but to examine the construction of these, i.e. to go beyond an
interpretative approach to a critical approach that had as its basis an idea of
differentially-exercised power of men and women in our society. The question was

not whether power relations were unequal, but how inequality was maintained or

resisted within family settings, and in links between families and the institutions of
society.

My plan therefore was to begin with women’s and men’s accounts of their lived
experience, and to analyse these accounts, first treating them as “factual”
observation of the conditions, resources and practices of family life, then
considering the accounts themselves as problematic and examining their
constitution, and hence the constitution of the meanings parents ascribed to their
family life. In Chapter IV | indicate how this plan was translated into a particular set

of research methods pertaining to the gathering and analysis of data.



IV. CONDUCTING THE STUDY: WHAT | DID, AND HOW | DID IT

In Chapter I | indicated why | intended to study families and parenthood by
talking to both mothers and fathers. In Chapter lll | examined methodological and
epistemological concepts which seemed to me important in framing such a study. In
this chapter | outline what | did in conducting my research, and explain how the
theoretical concerns previously indicated translate into the particular methods that |
used.

During 1988 and 1989 | conducted a total of 64 interviews with adult members
of 16 two-parent families. | interviewed first the two parents together, then after some
time had elapsed the mother and father alone, and finally, after another time lapse,
the two together again. Interview times ranged from 40 minutes to two and a half
hours, but most were between one and a half and two hours long. Interviews took
place in the respondents’ homes, their offices (two interviews) or my office (two
interviews).

The decision to use interview data rather than attempting to observe parents’
behaviour directly was taken at an early stage in planning the research project, and
at that time was based largely on practicality. As a parent myself, | knew | would not
be comfortable with having an observer in my household, and [ felt that having to
deal with an observer at certain times of day — the morning and evening “rush
hours” — would place an extra burden on the lives of already overburdened people.
As the study progressed, theoretical reasons for using interview data came into
view, as | indicate later in this chapter.

Below | describe how families were selected for interviewing, and why | used

the particular selection criteria that | did.
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SELECTION OF FAMILIES TQ INTERVIEW

As outlined in Chapter Ill, my interest lay in the structuring of parents’ everyday
lives. | was not trying to describe a population. Consequently, the families do not
form a representative sample of the Halifax area population. | used a type of
theoretical convenience sampling, setting up various selection criteria and seeking
families which met these criteria.

Through this study | was attempting to understand the structuring of parents’
daily practices by resources and material conditions. | therefore sought families that
differed according to income, type of work, and work hours. | was attempting to study
the effect of gender on these practices. | therefore sought families where mother and
father were living together, so that | could investigate the division of labour in each
household. To ease comparisons across families, | specified that both parents
should be in the labour force, either full-time or part-time; that they should have at
least two children, at least one of whom was not yet of school age; and that they
should be willing to be interviewed in their homes. In locating sixteen families |
leafletted five daycare centres, a community centre, and a doctor's office,
approached people in supermarkets, shopping malls, and parks, tried “snowball”
tactic,, and asked people | knew in different walks of life for referrals to likely
candidates. A friend who was a “class mother” for her daughter's school was
particularly helpful. | initially set the minimum number of families at 12, in order to
have sufficient variation in the resources available to parents. However several of
my early contacts were with professional couples who had fairly similar lifestyles. |
continued to contact and interview couples until | considered | had a reasonable
range of variation, between couples, not only in financial resources and types of
occupations, but in hours worked and types of childcare used. At this point | had 16

couples.
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Finding professional families was fairly easy, and professional participation
had to be restricted. Non-professionals had to be much more actively sought out.
(See Chapter V for description of professionals and non-professionals.) Many
people did not want to be interviewed. They said they were too busy, did not see
the point, did not like social scientists, or did not feel comfortable with the idea.
Several middle-class women told me that they would like to be in the study, but their
husband would not participate as he was too busy (four couples) or did not think
much of sociologists (one couple). One of these women consented to ask her
husband, and this couple did in fact participate. Any middle-class men who turned
down the interviews did so on the basis of their own preferences. However, | found it
easy to be referred to professionals who met the criteria, and soon found myself with
eight professional couples participating.

Most of my leafletting was unproductive. Several professional couples
responded to a leaflet left in daycare lockers or given by a teacher, and of these two
were in the final sample. One non-professional couple similarly responded to a
leaflet given by a daycare teacher, and were in the final sample. Contacting a local
union resulted in five telephone calls being made to me during the course of one
afternoon, with offers to participate, but four had only one child, and the fifth was in
fact professional, and | reluctantly had to reject the offers.

In all, most families were found through a referral, either from an acquaintance
of my own, from another family in the study, or in one case from a father met in a
park when | was collecting my son. Most of the people | approached directly in
shopping malls did not meet the criteria for the study, or were too busy. Several
working-class parents appeared reluctant to let me into their homes: a father met
while he was deliveting a parcel as part of his job was typical of this group. He was
quite happy to tell me who was in his family and give me his phone number, and

when | telephoned him he was prepared to answer questions, at length, but only on
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the telephone. As soon as | mentioned coming to his house, he refused to
participate. Three working-class women met in malls gave similar reactions. All
families participating were asked to recommend other families for the study, but
working class couples found it hard to think of other working-class couples who met
the criteria: often only one parent was in employment, or children were too old, or
there was only one child. Aimost all references given me by participants were to
professionals.

Two of the women in the study, and none of the men, were known to me before
its outset. Of these, one agreed with her husband to help pretest the study, and they
ended up as complete participants. With the other | had only a slight acquaintance.
Meeting again by chance, | asked her to participate.

Table 1 indicates how participants were found.

Table 1

How participant families were located.

Professional Non-professional and

(8 families) working class
(8 families)

one partner was an acquaintance 1
leafletting 2
referral from friend 2
referral from ancther family in study 2
met in shopping mall

referral from a teacher

referral from father met in park 1

—_ a NN =
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Class allocation of families, and the concept of “class” as defined for this study,
is highly problematic, and will be more fully discussed in describing the families and
their life styles (Chapter V).

In most cases, the initial contact was by telephone, and | did not know the race
or ethnicity of potential participants until | met them for the first interview. However,
all respondents were white. There is a sizeable Black community in the Halifax
region, but my convenience sampling methods did not locate contacts here, and
although several black families undoubtedly received my leaflets none chose to
pariicipate. In a study such as this one, where there are specific selection criteria
and particularly when it is evident that the interview procedure will be a lengthy
one,' referral from a person known to the potential participant seems to be the most
productive way of finding people who are both willing to participate and who fit the

criteria.

INTERVIEWING

Scheduling interviews

Interviews were conducted between May, 1988 and September, 1989, with one
final interview postponed beyond this period for a variety of reasons. Interviews with
each family were conducted over several months. For most families, around two
months elapsed between initial joint interviews and those with mothers and fathers
alone, although this period was longer for the first families interviewed. Individual
interviews with mothers and fathers were carried out close together, usually from

two days to two weeks apart. The final interview was conducted after approximately

' From the start | made it clear that | was not talking about taking up “only a few
minutes of your time”, but that the interview process would involve four interviews,
and these would be long, over an hour each. This undoubtediy resulted in a number
of refusals from people who would have participated had | been less honest about
time. Several people would have done one interview, but not four. However |
considered, and still consider, this potential course of action unethical.

B
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a further three months. Setting up each interview required, usually, at least one
telephone call, although with some families it was possible during an earlier
interview to fix a date and time for a later one. Once scheduled, most interviews

went ahead as planned. A few had to be rescheduled, for a number of reasons. ?

Content of interviews

Interviews in practice took the form of linked, extended conversations on topics
generally initiated or suggested by me. In terms of traditional sociological research
interviews came closest in type to the semistructured or “focussed” interviews
described by Bailey (1987: 190-192). The four interviews with each family are
identified in this dissertation by Roman numerals. In Interview | parents were asked
to outline a typical working day in their lives, and to describe the actual events of the
previous day, with special reference to the home and children and the organization
of domestic labour. | sought details of childcare arrangements, and what happened
when these broke down, if, for instance, a child was sick. In Interview Il | had
mothers tell me about their families of origin, and about their jobs, to describe for me
the highs and lows of being a mother, and to tell me more about looking after their

children and who carried responsibility for this in their household, asking them to

2 The most problematic interviews to schedule involved a working-class family
where the father had two jobs (daytime and evening) and was on occasion asked to
work overtime at very short notice. The mother was at work several evenings a
week, and could be called in on other evenings, again at short notice, to replace a
sick colleague. In addition, the elder child had after-school activities (cubs, and so
on) so that on some evenings he had to be fetched to and from these. Towards the
end of the study this family was trying to sell their house, and several dates for the
final interview were cancelled because of visits from prospective buyers. In all 18
dates were scheduled with this family, in order to obtain four interviews.

Several other interviews were postponed owing to iliness, conflicts with children’s
activities, and an emergency school parents’ meeting. Seventy-three percent of all
interviews (47 out of 64) went ahead as first scheduled, with eight dates requiring
one postponement, five two postponements, aside from those of the family
discussed above.
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describe the work processes involved. Interview Il covered the same material with
fathers. Finally in Interview 1V | obtained some information about the house itself, the
neighbourhood, and the family income. | also discussed with the two parents some
findings from the earlier parts of the study, asking them for their opinions on these.

In conducting these interviews | used guides, given in Appendix A. In practice
these represented lists of topics that were addressed at some point during the
interview. Mothers and fathers often raised new topics in discussing old ones, so
that interviews did not necessarily follow a prearranged pattern. As | have
suggested, | drew on my own experience as a mother in an attempt to elicit their
experiences and meanings. For instance, interviewing one father on February 15th |
asked about the production of Valentine cards for his four-year-old to take to
daycare, and received a detailed account of his looking-on while his wife assisted
this child in writing cards.

Guides for Interviews Il and lil were drafted prior to the commencement of the
research, and revised before use in line with preliminary analysis of the Interview |
material. The guide for Interview [V was drafted shortly before it was used, taking
into account previous responses and patterns emerging from earlier interviews.

All interviews were audio-taped. ® After completing Interview | with each family |
transcribed it, and returned a copy of the transcript to the couple before conducting
further interviews. This transcript was discussed briefly at the start of Interviews I
and lll, giving respondents an opportunity to validate, as individuals, data which had
been gathered from them as couples. Did the transcript contain, in their perceptions,

an accurate account of their daily life and division of labour? One man reported that

*T used a Realistic minisefte-9 cassette tape recorder and a Realistic ultra-thin
omnidirectional microphone, which worked fairly well. It took me several interviews
to find this combination, and the sound quality of the first three interviews conducted
suffered, resulting in difficulties in transcription. In one interview some data were Iost
owing to a combination of an inferior-quality microphone and the echoes of a high-
ceilinged living-room in an older house.
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he had not read the transcript. All other respondents said they had. No-one wished
to add substantially to the material of the first transcript, all considering that it gave a

reasonably accurate account of their daily practices.

Gender &1d class relations in the interview process

At the start of the second interview, | asked parents whether the transcript was
a fair account of their own views, and whether they felt both partners had
participated in the discussion and been heard on the tape. All felt that they had
contributed, but two men added that they had been disturbed by the extent to which
they “talked over” their wives' comments, interrupting and generally holding the
floor. In neither vase had this been intentional, they said. For one of these | had also
noticed the dominance of the male voice.* The other husband | had construed as
talkative and somewhat prone to interrupt, but had not thought of him as dominating
the conversation although he did say more. With a third family | felt the woman's
voice to be more present during the initial interview; this wac not commented on by
either parent, but during Interview IV the man took a greater part in the conversation,
and at times indeed appeared to dominate it.

Gender relations, then, were present in the interviews themselves. During joint
interviews partners not only contributed to my information, but were actively
debating points, working out solutions, and informing each other of how they felt
about particular occurrences and practices. They did this in ways that minimized
tension, “bearing in mind” each others weaknesses, not provoking each other.
Particularly in the first interview, parents tended to concentrate on “facts” of their

daily routine, debating points of timing but not criticizing the other pariner’s

+1 thought this dominance had been slightly incremented on the transcript by the
inadequacy of the early recording equipment, as the female voice had tended to be
more inaudible than the male, on the tape: however during the Interview | had
indeed felt that the husband was dominating the conversation.
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performance of duties. Their ways of interacting with each other had been arrived at
over the course of several years, and did not appear to be substantially changed for
the purposes of the interviews.®

The interview situation is gendered in another way also. I, as a woman and as
a mother, was interviewing both women and men about their family life. | had
committed myself to an analytic framework that involved starting with the activities
and talk of my respondents, and interpreting their experiences through my own
experiences, as a woman, in a world structured by gender. But half of my
respondents were men. Much writing about feminist research implies that the
subjects of such research are women. | had some initial doubts about the quality of
the data | could collect from men. What if, for instance, they were hostile to the
research? Could | gain the same kind of information from men as from women, or
would ! run into problems relating to uncovering the meanings of men? And how
could | assume that my own experiences gave me any basis at all for an analysis of
men’s lives as fathers?

| believed at least that the attempt could be made, and should be made, for two
reasons.

Firstly, | was not seeking to give a definitive account of “the meaning of
fatherhood”. Rather, | was seeking to uncover patterns and strategies that affected
how mother-father couples came to shared definitions of their lives as parents, and |
was trying also to demystify the processes by which their experiences as parents
were socially constructed. That is, | was not trying to “put myself in the shoes” of the
fathers concerned, but to listen sympathetically, and t¢c examine what they told me in
an attempt to determine its construction.

Secondly, it is worth remembering that previous views of “the family” have

“ This perception may of course be incorrect. It is based on my observation of
couples during interviews, and the ways in which they took up each other’s points,
or joked, for instance, about the amount of “help” the man gave.



55

acted to obscure men’s experience as fathers even as they did women's as
mothers; and it may be instructive to ask why. Male sociology has tended to neglect
gender relations. Brod (1987: 41/42) points out that a sociology which has equated
maleness with humanness has acted to obscure what men do as men, and that
particularly in areas such as the different parenting experiences of men and women
and the possible effects of men’s “supposedly essential public roles” on their
fatherhood, there has been little examination of what it means to be a man.
Traditional sociclogy has focussed on males and male definitions of what constitute
important activities, but it does not examine or question maleness or masculinity, or
their construction by gender (Morgan, 1981). Families, however, are sites of
gendered interaction and of the daily expression of the power relations that
constitute and are constituted by that interaction. To examine that interaction, and
these relations, it becomes necessary to consider the operation of structuring on
male experience and male subjectivity, the construction of gendered male subjects.
As | said, | had some initial doubts about the quality of information | could
collect from men. 1 found it useful to refer to the experiences of other women who
had attempted to interview men, in depth, about their lives as husbands and fathers.
Lillian Rubin (1976) and Kathryn Backett (1982), conducting somewhat similar
research, seemed not to have encountered specific problems. Though Rubin had
expected reluctance from working-class men in talking to a woman about their
family life, she found men eager to talk. They were unused to talking about
themselves and their lives, particularly their emotional lives, and seemed to
welcome the chance to do so. The taboo on emotions as a subject for men-talk
meant that they could only talk in this way with a woman, and the topics were
literally too close to home to discuss with their wives. However, McKee and O’'Brien
(1983) did find problems in interviewing some fathers, and at least some of these

they found to be structured by contradictions in the power rel2tionship between
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themselves and the interviewed father.

If women are commenly seen as less powerful than men, but interviewers as
having more power than interviewees, then a woman interviewing a man is in a
paradoxical situation. In some of McKee and O'Brien’s interviews, men tried to
resolve the paradox in various ways: by talking at immense length and making
sexist comments; by trying to flirt with the interviewer; or by trying to take control of
the interview. In a few instances the interviewer felt directly under physical threat.
These techniques were mostly used by single-parent fathers. In general, fathers
from two-parent families were more likely to accept the interview situation, although
McKee and O’Brien found differences in the ways in which men and women
responded to similarly-structured interviews, in that fathers had less to say than
mothers (and took less time to say it), the initial interviews with fathers were more
formal, less conversational, and the interviewer was less likely to be aware of the
specific social and family problems invoived in fatherhood.

Clearly the experiences of McKee and O'Brien support David Morgan's (1981)
contention that the researcher is always located by gender, and must be constantly
aware of this. However they also support the contention that women could interview
men and collect useful data, particularly where the interview situation was seen as
structured by gender and the data read accordingly.

The style of interviewing used, however, might itself be problematic. Oakley
{1981) suggests that for feminists researching women's lives, the type of interview
where the interviewer is perceived as in control, asking all the quzstions,
contributing no information for fear of contaminating the data, is inappropriate.
Instead she recommends a give and take situation, whereby the interview becomes
more of a discussion, and a relationship is established between researcher and
respondent that is personal, not impersonal, with the researcher contributing

information or helping with activities as needed. The question therefore became:
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what model was appropriate for a woman interviewing men, or couples —
particularly in view of McKee and O'Brien’s finding that the men they interviewed
seemed to want to place greater formality on the interview? | decided that this
question could be answered only in practice.

Throughout most of the interviews | felt comfortable® , and it seemed to me that
my respondents, both men and women, were at ease. | did not encounter any major
problems of the types discussed by McKee and O'Brien (1983). Both men and
women seemed eager to tell me about their families and their lives. There were
many disagreements between parents during joint interviews, but no major
arguments.

| do, however, agree with McKee and O'Brien that interviewing men as fathers
was different from interviewing women as mothers. The men were on the whole a
little more reserved; the interviews were more formal; there were fewer jokes,
although they did joke about children’s activities. However | believe that the men
may have found themselves able to say things to me they would not have said to
other men, or to a woman who did not have children. The shared experience of

having children, of knowing the kinds of things that children did, created a bond,

* While interviewing one family | did feel slightly uncomfortable. Before the interview
commenced, the father, a professional with training in positivistic research,
questioned me regarding the study and my hypotheses, and instructed me
concerning the scientific method and the need to draw up testable hypotheses
before starting a study. Eventually | suggested that in social research it was often
necessary to conceal precise hypotheses from “subjects” to avoid biasing the study,
and this appeared to reassure him sufficiently for the interview to commence. During
all Interviews |, Ill and IV, however, he sat looking at the television set, (switched on
to vision only) and even when he was speaking he engaged in foot-tapping and
finger-tapping activities. While these may have been attempts to contain
nervousness or embarrassment, they gave an impression of boredom, and of a
negative evaluation of the study. However it may aiso have been that he found the
content of interviews threatening to his particular practice of masculinity in their
emphasis on childcare and domestic labour generally. On several occasions he
diminished or dismissed the importance of housework or child-related activities
while emphasizing “other things” such as “lifestyle planning”, and indeed in the final
interview his wife commented on his defensiveness.
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even where my views on what men as parents should do might differ very greatly
from those of the respondent.

As an interviewer, however, | was located not only by gender but by social
class. As a sociologist | was in a position similar to some professionals in the study,
but my earnings, from a scholarship and some teaching, were more similar to those
of working-class respondents (though my total family income was considerably
higher). | had more education than most of my respondents, but as a student | could
be considered in a junior position.

| approached the interviews in the knowledge that at least some of the activities
occurring in my family were class-related, as were the discourses that we used to
talk about children. As with interviewing men, | was concerned that | might overlook
important aspects of working-class motherhood and fatherhood just because of this
difference. Would | ask the right questions? Would working-class parents attempt to
give me “right” answers, instead of describing their daily practices? During
interviews, however, | found that in general parents assumed that my practice of
childcare and parenthood was not too different from their own so that they would
talk at length about taking children to hockey, problems of lack of space in which to
play, the second child’s character, or finding a babysitter, on the assumption that |
would understand their position. In all interviews | had to work to remember that
parents’ practices might not be the same as mine, and to draw out detailed
descriptions of these practices. | had to probe for information on the resources
available to respondents, including not only finances but time, space, health,
knowledge, and childrearing skills, and how these were used. In the process |
believe | became more aware of resources available to my own family, and of the
interplay between my perception of these and my daily practice.

Some respondents, both men and women, were easier to talk to than others.

On the whole, women and men with similar education to my own did say most: but
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there were exceptions. The longest interviews came from one couple, a waitress
and a computer programmer. They talked easily, in depth, at length, and clearly both
they and | were comfortable with the situation. A question from me would set them,
together or individually, on a train of thought, and they would talk until this was
exhausted.

The shortest interviews were those with two cleaners, and with a nurse. | found
myself having to use many words, rephrase questions, and probe for detail, to be
met often by very short answers. These short interviews were the most work to
conduct: yet even there the respondents appeared comfortable with the situation.

Most parents related to me as a parent first, and then as an academic. One
couple wanted me to be an “expert’ in childrearing. They seemed at times
concerned to give me “right" answers, and when they did not “know” the right
answer they wanted me to tell it to them. They were anxious to have transcripts of all
interviews returned as rapidly as possible so that they could compare answers and,

apparently, so become better parents.

ANALYSIS OF DATA

Interviews were transcribed during the period June 1988 to October 1989, the
bulk during the period within which interviews were taking place. Transcripts of
Interview | were returned to respondents preceding second interviews, and during
Interviews Il and Il respondents were invited to add to or comment on the first.
(Comments generally referred to the way people talked and how strange it seemed
to see speech in print, rather than on the substance of the interviews.) Transcripts of
Interviews I, Il and IV were returned after the end of interviewing. This delay
resulted from the time taken for transcription.

Analysis had three stages: the reconstruction of each family's daily life from

their interviews; a broad search for patterns and similarities between families; and
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an attempt to examine statements of mothers and fathers for inaications of the
operation of gender and social class, including resistance or accommodation of
parents to ideas about motherhood or fatherhood. This three part analysis (based
on that of Connell et al, 1982) however occurred simultaneously rather than
sequentially.

During analysis | made use of the computer data-base manager HyperCard,
which gave me great flexibility in organizing data. With this | was able to take
interviews and perform the computerized equivalent of photocopying, cutting and
pasting sections onto cards, and sorting the cards by topic, ending with a series of
computer files with names such as “typical day” or “responsibilities and division of
labour” or “motherhood comments”, consisting of a series of “cards” each pertaining
to one interview, which were easily annotated and cross-referenced, and which |
could sort and access in various ways or in different orders, such as by income, by
social class, or by the type of daycare used, according to the type of analysis |
wished to perform. | could program HyperCard to perform various kinds of searches
of the data, and made some use of its ability to generate key-word concordances.
Some indication of coding is giving in Appendix B.

| used material from all families, categorizing their descriptions of the various
practices | discuss in this thesis. | did, however, take decisions to exclude entire
categories of data from analysis at this time. There was simply too much data. These
data, on specific topics (e.g. how parents described their children’s characters)
remain to be analysed at some future date. | endeavoured to treat the remaining
data comprehensively.”

Extracts from transcripts have been edited, with space considerations in mind,

7 Use of HYPERCARD facilitated this by giving me the ability to refer to all families’
descriptions, easily. Early drafts of chapters retained information on the position of
all families (e.g. on the major types of domestic iabour discussed, and the reasons
parents gave for their divisions on these).
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in such a way as to preserve parents’ meaning. Some information on editorial and
transcription conventions is given in Appendix B.

| also drew up charts, manually, indicating the daily routines of each family, and
from these compiled conflations of several similar “days”, as described in Chapter
VI, in an attempt to indicate broad patterns of daily life.

My proposed work had some initial similarity with that of Kathryn Backett
(1982) in that having interviewed mothers and fathers from two-parent households,
with at least two children, together and separately, | was looking particularly for
evidence of how they, as a working mother/father unit, constructed their day, both in
terms of the work done and of their shared view of what was to be done. | was
interested in evidences of difference between the partners in how the day was
viewed, and clues as to how this difference did or did not become problematic for
the partners concerned. That is, | was searching for evidence of the operation of
what Backett has termed “coping mechanisms” (1982) and Hochschild (1989)
“gender strategies” and “family myths”.

However, as | discuss in Chapter lll, such interpretative research fits the pattern
of hermeneutic investigation described by Giddens (1984) and problematized by
him and by Farganis, as “presenting a dangerously subjectivist ideology” (Farganis,
1986: 62). My intention was to attempt to go beyond Backett's work’, to link social
structure with everyday family life and subjectivity. To do this | combined a
materialist approach, based on an examination of resources available to parents
and the use they make of them, with a version of discourse analysis, as outlined by
Potter and Wetherell (1987) and Hollway (1989), to examine how parents’

perceptions of these resources (and hence their resource-based practices) are

* Hochschild’s work does link everyday life with material resources available to
parents, but her descriptioas remain on the level of individual families in particular
circumstances, rather than than being used to facilitate an examination of social
class effects on daily life.
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organized in ways that link the families not only with other families, but with such
institutions of society as schools, the academy, and the medical profession.

As the study progressed thie concept of parents’ talk as discourse became
increasingly important. How parents spoke represented ways available to them of
analysing and processing their experience as it occurred, and indicated how they
perceived their environment and the choices of action available to them. There is a
sense in which for a study such as this one the parents’ talk is more productive then
would be my observation of their actions. However it must be remembered at all
times that, for instance, when Lucy says she does twelve washes in a week
(Chapter X), this is not an “objective” measure, but her subjective perception of
having done many washes, and is reported in a context of an interview jointly
constructed by herself, myself, and her husband, who did not contradict the figure.
What we can take from this discussion is not the figure twelve, but that it is Lucy who
does washes, that there are many of them, that both partners expect that she shall
do them, and that both thought this was something that could be understood (and
probzbly shared) by myself, another mother, interviewing them.

When | attempted to analyse the ways mothers and fathers spoke of
themselves and their motherhood or fatherhood, | located these in the contexts of
material pressures on the family, such as job availability to both partners, earning
capability from these jobs, general health of family members, distance of home from
school, work and so on, transportation costs and access, and availability of non-
family childminders. The discourses which | identified enter parents’ practices in

many ways. Neighbours or relatives talk in particular ways about aspects of
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childcare, and about day-care attendance; parents receive various types of “expert™
advice from books, magazines, health-care manuals, television, directly from
health-care and other professionals, and even in “junk mail”; and deliberate
membership by parents in various social, political or self-help groups may act to
reinforce, legitimate or question particular discursive practices."

These particular structuring ideas and practices, like the images mothers and
fathers hold of themselves and their children, are not haphazard but are part of an
historically sedimented situation which in some ways affects all women and all men
in our society. The effects are different for men and women in different locations, the
greatest determinants of location being gender — their position in the social world
as men and women — race, and social class. By locating myself within the social
network within which my subjects are also located (Smith, 1979, 1986) and
attempting to trace the development, in part institutional, of the discursive practices
which affect their and my awareness of experience, | was seeking to establish ways
in which not only do these structuring factors affect lived experiences, but the

experiences reconstitute the structuring institutions and discourse.

" The difference ir ways in which mothers’ and fathers’ behaviour is discussed in,
for instance, child-care literature can be quite startling. “Dad” is generally ow
encouraged to participate, and when he does he is a star, even receiving the title
role in “Husband-Coached chilabirth” (Bradley, 1365). For mother it is rather
different. Brazelton exemplifies this when discussing problems single-parents face
in his well-received Toddlers and Parents (1979). His single-parent father is shown
coping admirably with very difficult circumstances (caused by his wife’s breakdown
and hospitalization), working out strategies, taking decisions most of which
Brazelton appreves. A single-parent mother is shown as potentially causing
problems for her child and having to be at all times guided by her doctor's wisdom.

0 For instance, Wearing (1984) suggests that while participation of mothers in
feminist organizations tends to make them aware, and critical, of the dominant
idenlogy, membership of other groups such as “mothers’ groups” may act to
reinforce the ideology of motherhood, by encouraging women to be competitive in
their mothering.
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SOME QUESTIONS OF ETHI

Social research involves an intrusion into the lives of people. The basic and
traditional justification for social science research is that of utilitarian ethics (Jacobs,
1980): that the needs of humanity or science, for knowledge, require at least a
measure of inquiry into the lives of some individuals.

The SSHRC guidelines outline four major sets of “rights” that pertain to the
respondent, and that should not casually breached by the researcher. These are:

1. The right to be fully informed about the research project and its purpose.
Generally the researcher is required to provide a form for the respondent
(or parent, teacher, etc.) to sign which is taken to indicate that “informed
consent” has been sought. (Full disclosure may be waived if such
disclosure would bias results. Respondents should, however, at least
receive after-the-fact debriefing.)

2. The right to be informed of risks or benefits to the participant from
participating in the research (even when “full disclosure” is not possible).

3. The right to an assurance of privacy, confidentiality, or anonymity. If
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, participants should know from the
outset.

4. The right of cultures or sub-cultures to “accurate and respectful description
of their heritage and customs and to the discreet use of information on their
daily lives and aspirations” (SSHRC, 1983:1).

.The implication of the SSHRC guidelines, of course, is that the people
researched should not be changed by the research. However the question of
change does enter into the ethica! considerations surrounding my project. | will deal
first with points (1) and (2), above.

To my respondents | explained that | was doing research into family life and the
social construction of what mothers and fathers do, and attempted to give a realistic
presentation of the amount of their time that the research would involve. All

respondents signed a standard consent form (see Appendix A). However [ realized
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that some of the “risks and benefits” associated with my interviews were not
necessarily of the kind that could be described to participants in advance. |
approached each interview in the knowledge that the questions | would be asking
might not be comfortable ones for either the respondents or for myself, in terms of
where discussion was likely to lead or the kinds of reflections that might come out of
it. In some cases parents’ practices did change. One woman (Cindy) said to me that
the discussions had caused her to reconsider the sheer amount of work she
performed both within and outside the house, and to move towards part-time paid
work, a solution that was problematic for her family, and in a different way also for
myself as a feminist researcher. Two fathers altered their daily practice of housework
to some extent, in part because of the discussions emerging from the interviews.

While there appear to have been no major fallings-out between spouses as a
result of interview material, there was always a risk of this occurring. The dilemma
here for the researcher is one of the ethics of encouraging people to face
discrepancies between their everyday theory and practice, or of not doing this, but
failing to provide possibly therapeutic, consciousness-raising discussion sessions
in situations which the researcher senses as problematic and exploitative. In
adopting a discussion format for my interviews, | accept=d that problems might
arise.

Point (3) of the SSHRC guidelines is also somewhat problematic for me. |
removed names of parents, children and babysitters, and other identifying features,
such as names of employers uniess parents worked for very large concerns, at the
time of transcription. However, some parents’ lifestyles make them more identifiable
than others. In this thesis some occupations have been changed, to retain the
anonymity of respondents.

However there is another sense in which confidentiality is problematic. |

interviewed parents both together and separately. | wished to return all transcripts to
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the respondents at the end of the study. | therefore had a problem: transcripts of
individual interviews contained confidential material which had been given me by
one partner. In returning this material to that respondent, | might also be making it
available to the other partner. Most parents indicated that this was no problem;
indeed they spoke of sharing their transcripts with the other partners, but in a few
families | was not comfortable with the idea that the other partner might demand to
see this confidential material .

With regard to point (4), | have endeavoured to treat sensitively, and with
respect, material emerging from the varied cultural and religious traditions of my
respondents.

The SSHRC guidelines do not discuss the question of reciprocity within
research. Conventional models of qualitative research, expounded, for instance, by
Spradley (1979) and Lofland (1971), assume or even prescribe distance between
interviewer and respondent, in a situation whereby questioning is a one-way
process. The interviewer questions, the respondent replies. For the interviewer to
respond to respondent’s queries about the subject matter would “contaminate” the
data.

| have already indicated that the model of the objectively-aloof interviewer was
not appropriate to my research. As interviewer | was involved in the construction of
interviews. Parents related to me as another parent, like themselves. Vihile they
knew that their practices and opinions were the subject of the interviews, they were
often curious about mine. Besides, several respondents said they had agreed {o the
research in order to find out about other people’s practices. To maintain a strictly
one-way flow of information would have been neither practicct nor ethical. Parents

sought, and expected, a fair return for the information they were giving me.

" At the time of writing | have not fully resolved this problem, and so not all
transcripts have yet been returned.
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Here | was not in the situation Oakley (1981) describes of possessing essential
knowledge which she feit obligated to share with respondents who in asking
displayed ignorance of very basic bodily functions. My participants were competent
parents, and though their practices departed at times dramatically from my own they
did not describe situations or practices | considered dangerous, or which required
outside help or outside information', nor in general did they ask for assistance.
One couple did expect me to be an “expert’ on the kinds of child-rearing problems
discussed by popular magazines, and | resisted this positioning. | did, however,
discuss my own opinions and practices, while making it clear that these were the
opinions of an educated lay-person, not a specialist in child development. This was
in general my mode of response to parents’ queries about my own life. Far from
“contaminating” the data, this led to further discussion of their own positions, and

indeed resulted in richer data than ! would otherwise have gathered.

2 | had made various plans for obtaining information on basic childcare, should
parents appear to require it, and if necessary could have directed women or men fo
counselling facilities. Had their descriptions suggested that abuse of a child was
occurring, | should have had to report this.

e e -



V. THE FAMILIES

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a brief introduction to the sixteen
families studied. | present them in approximate descending order of income, and
have grouped them as professional-income, middle-income and lower-income
families, as discussed later in this chapter. Ages, and almost all other information
given here, refer to the time of the first interview with each family; data on salaries
was supplied during the final interview. All names' , and in some instances precise
occupations, have been changed to protect the identity of participants.

| then give summary information on the participants and their material living
conditions, with an explanaticn of the income groupings used, the health of their
children, and the childcare strategies they employed. This chapter thus serves as a
background to the parents’ descriptions of their daily routines and division of labour,
childcare strategies, and problems occasioned by children’s health, discussed in

detail in subsequent chapters.

DESCRIPTION OF FAMILIES

The professional-income families
Berthe and Vince
Vince, 38, is a lawyer with a government department. Berthe, 36, is a resource

teacher in an elementary school. They have three children, aged 6, 3 and just 1 at

the time of the first interview, looked after during the day by a full-time housekeeper.

"I have changed names of parents and of their housekeep. . | have not
substituted other names for those of children, as this would become 100 confusing.
instead | indicate which child is being spoken of, with “girl”, “younger boy”, etc.

68
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The eldest is in school, and the middle child attends a nursery-school programme?
two mornings a week. The eldest child is asthmatic.

Their income is in the $80,000+ bracket, the highest in the study, divided
roughly two-thirds, one-third with Vince as the higher earner. At the time of the final
interview Berthe was taking a year from teaching on “deferred salary”, and had

started a small business. They own a sizeable house in a residential area of the

city.

Sheila and Simon

Both are full-time university teachers and researchers, and have Ph.D.s.
Simon, 39, has a considerably more senior position, and Sheila, 37, is overqualified
for her job. They have two boys, aged almost 5 and almost 2. Their family income is
in the $80,000+ bracket, with Simon earning about 60 to 65% of that.

The elder boy started school soon after the first interview but continued to
attend a day-care centre for after-school, lunchtime and vacation care, and the
younger, previously looked after at homs by a full-time babysitter, moved into the
centre as soon as a space became available. The elder child is asthmatic. They
own a large house within walking distance of the university and their children’s

daycare.

= Nursery-school and preschool programmes take children from around three-
and-a-half up to school age. They generally run for part of the day (mornings only)
and part of the year, when schools are in session, and are seen both by parents and
by the N.S. provincial government as “educational” rather than constituting
childcare, i.e. they may not qualify for child-care tax rebates. The director of a
daycare centre which runs both nursery-school and daycare programmes tells me
that the content of the programmes is indistinguishable.
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Rachel and Pete

Pete, 41, is a university teacher and has a Ph.D, Rachel, 39, with an M.A,, is a
writer and editor. They have two boys, aged 11 1/2 and 3, the younger attending full-
time daycare.

Their family income is in the $70-80,000 bracket, divided roughly one third/two
thirds, with Pete the higher earner. They own a sizeable house in a residential area

of the city.

Elizabeth and Duncan

Duncan is in private practice as a health professional, and Elizabeth works for
the practice as bookkeeper, part-time. He is 33, she 31. Elizabeth altended
university for one year, later taking courses leading to her bookkeeping
qualification. Their three children are 7, 4 and 2. The parents would not give their
family income. “I'd rather, really rather not answer that one”, said Elizabeth, though
she said it was “substantial — it's a professional income”. They said that the division
of income was about two to one. From the type of house they live in and the
knowledge that it is a professional family, | have listed them as around $70-80,000.
If this is put higher, the allocation to Elizabeth, on & part-time basis, of one-third of
the income seems unlikely.

Their second child started school during the course of the study. Previously he
had attended a part-time daycare. Elizabeth does most of the childcare, combining
this with her work from home, but towards the end of the study she had a part-time
babysitter coming into the house regularly.

They own a fairly sizable house which they feel is becoming too srnall. But
rather than moving they have bought a property in the country, and are developing

this as their weekend and summer hoime. Duncan does most of the renovation work.

IR
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Karen and Robert

Karen, 33, with an M.Sc., is a physiotherapist within a hospitzl, and Robert, 34,
also with a Master's degree, is an architect in private practice. Both do some
teaching in addition to their professional responsibilities. They have two daughters,
aged 3 and 1, who are looked after during the day by a full-time housekeeper.

Their income is over $70,000, possibly over $80,000. It is divided roughly 50-
50, with Karen at present earning slightly more, though with the expectation that
Robert's share wil! increase as his practice develops. They own a fairly large
townhouse, part of which is rented as an apartiment, and they have a country
property, including some farmland, which they go to every weekend, and which

Robert describes as his hobby.

Susan and Joachim

Susan, aged 42, is a physician, a consultant in a hospital. Joachim, aged 41, a
scientist with an M.Sc.-equivalent degree, combines working “very part-time” from
home on a contract basis with being the primary caregiver for their two children,
aged four and a haif and two and a half. They are European immigrants.

At the time of the first interview, both children were attending a part-time
cooperative playgroup. During the course of the study, the older child began
attending a nursery-school program, three mornings a week, while the younger one
remained with the playgroup.

During the course of the study Susan began studying again, to convert her
medical qualifications to their Canadian equivalents, which would now be
necessary if she were to seek employment at another hospital. Their v.come is
around $70,000, 95% of which is from her salary. They own a moderately-sized

house close to the centre of the city.
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Some parts of the first interview with this family, one of the first conducted, were

lost owing to poor sound quality.

Donna and Rick

Rick, 37, with a Ph.D and a medical qualification, is a university teacher.
Donna, 33, with a master's degree, works as a hospital physiotherapist. They have
two children, the elder aged five, the baby six months. This infant is in private
daycare. The older moved from full-time non-profit daycare to school during the
study, and now goes to the baby’s caregiver for after-school care.

The family income is in the $60-70,000 bracket, with Rick earning a little over
half, although he says Donna’s income is likely to overtake his within a few years.
This relative affluence is new to them. Donna has only recently qualified, and their
income two years ago was in the $30-40,000 bracket. They own a small house in a

relatively low-priced area of the city.

The middie-income families

Lucy and Wayne

Wayne, 33, with two years at university, sells computers to the automotive
industry. Lucy, 33, a B.N., works a half-rotation as a nurse. Their two children, 3
years and 15 months, are usually looked after at home, by Lucy on weekdays, by
Wayne if she is working weekends or nights, or by a babysitter at thieir house for the
five days each month that parents’ work-hours overlap, though for a time Wayne
was taking the children to a sitter. The elder child attends a playschool twice a week.

On income, Wayne says,

Well that, that varies. Since we've had, | would say that where '] like to be and
where we have been is in, you know, bracket nine ($80,000+), but we are
probably in bracket six or seven ($50-60,000 or $60-70,000) in the last year or
so, due to you know a lot of factors, most of them, all of which really beyond our
control. But you know we see ourselves being here in the nine category, that's
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sort of the reason and the vehicle by which we would be here (in their house),
otherwise we viouldn’t. So. (Wayne, V)

| classified their income as $60,000-$70,000. This income is divided roughly
70%-30%, with Wayne as the higher earner. They own a fairly-large house in a

residential suburb.

Brenda and Glen

Brenda, 30, is a registered nurse, full-ime, with a two-year qualification, at the
same hospital where Glen, 30, a High School graduate, works full-time as an
orderly. Their children are eight, three and one. The two younger children go to a
family day-care provider during parents’ work-hours, if their 12-hour shifts coincide
or overlap, and the elder boy goes there also for after-school or before-school care.

They own a moderately sized house in a relatively new lower-pnced suburb.
Total income is around $50-60,000, with Brenda earning slightly more than 50%.
Her hourly rate of pay is higher, but Glen takes overtime when he can get it. Brenda
would like to move to part-time work, and may look for someone to job-share with

her at the hospital. The two elder children are asthmatic.

Cindy and Paul

Cindy, 32, is a hospital laboratory technologist, Paul, 39, in an accountancy
study program, works as a tax accountant with a large firm. He has a commerce
degres, she a technologist's diploma. Both are employed full-time. Cindy feels that
she is trying to do too much. She would like to work part-time, and has begun
looking for someone to share a laboratory job at the hospital.

Their children are aged four years, and 14 months. They have a full-time
babysitter who comes to their house, and the 4 year old attends a daycare centre

twice-weekly for a preschool program.
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Their family income is around $50-60,000, divided approximately 55-45, with
Cindy earning more. This will change if she is successful in finding someone to job-
share with her. In any case, they see this division changing after Paul becomes
qualified as a C.A. Thay own a house which they feel is becoming too small, in a

moderately-priced residentiai area of the city.

Anna and Hugh

Anna, 36, is a waitress, working part-time, evenings. Hugh, 34, with a
bachelor's degree and specialized training, is a computer programmer. Their
children are 5 and 2, with the elder in school. Anna cares for the children during the
day, Hugh on the nights she works. Previously the childrzn were in daycare, but this
did not suit Anna’s working hours, and when these were shortened recently they
decided to keep the younger child at home. A part-time daycare would be a good
solution, but there are none locally.

They own a moderately-sized house, with a basement apartment which they
rent out, in a lower-priced residential area. Total family income is around $40-

50,000, with Anna earning around 40% of that.

The lower-income families

Kathleen and Douglas

This couple has two children, aged two and a half years and two and a half
months. Kathleen, 33 with a Master's degree, was technically on maternity leave at
the time of the first interview. She coordinates adult education programmes, part-
time, and previously taught school. Douglas, 37, is self-employed in a visual-arts
field, although this year he is conducting grant-financed research and employing a
manager for his business. Their income is low — usually in the $20-30,000 bracket,

which puts them on a par with the lowest-paid working class families in the study,
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though this year because of Douglas’s grant they are in the $30-40,000 bracket.
However, they have chosen their work and the low income, and the extent to which
they have control over their work aligns them w'th professional, not working-class,
families. They own their house, in a lower-priced area of the city.

Kathleen’s work continued even during her recent maternity leave, in her
involvement in plans, meetings and so on. She and Douglas had planned to
schedule their work so that one would be with the children, but this became
impractical when Douglas began doing research full-time, and the children now

attend part-time private (family) daycare.

Cheryl and Mike

Cheryl, 32, is a hair stylist, qualified as a master hairdresser, and during most
of the study had a chair part-time in a shopping mall hairdresser's. Mike, 36, works
part-time selling life insurance, and does some carpentry. Both have bachelors’
degrees. Their four children are aged seven, four, one and a half, and one month,
and the parents attempt to organize their work-hours so that they can cover most of
the child-care themselves, with occasional hiring of sitters.

Shortly before the final interview Cheryl started her own styling business, full-
time, so becoming an employer and small-businessperson. Her work-hours have
become “full-time, plus” and they now hire a regular sitter, part-time.

Their income was low this year, $20-3¢,000, as Cheryl was on maternity leave
for some of the time. Usually it would be a little higher. Mike earned around 80-70
percent of this year's income. They rent their house, which they feel is too small with

four children, and have rented various houses on the same street for some years.
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Sheena and Ted

Sheena, 29, is a cashier, part-time, evenings and Saturdays, at a supermarket;
Ted, 29, is a liquor store warehouseman, full-time, and for part of the period of the
study aiso worked as a tavern busboy, part-time.

Their elder child, aged five, is in school, the younger, two and a half, who has
Down’s syndrome, is at home during the day with his mother. During Sheena’s
work-hours Ted looks after the children; when both parents are at work a babysitter
or Sheena's mother comes in.

Their house actually belongs to Sheena’s mother, and they rent it from her.
However, they are buying a house in the same neighbourhood as Brenda and Glen,
and Sheena’s mother will live there too. They are expecting a third child. Their
income is in the $20-30,000 bracket, with Shesna earning around 15% percent of

that.

Caria and Andy

Carla, 33, is an office cleaner. Andy, 37, also a cleaner, is foreman for his shift.
She works days, full-time, he nights, part-time, one looking after the children while
the other works. They have two children, aged three and one, the elder being
asthmatic.

Total family income is $20-30,000, of which Carla earns just under 75%. They
rent a small apartment, with use of a concreted back-yard. The elder child was for a
time in a daycare cenire, but problems of fitting in daycare hours with work-hours,
combined with the child’'s asthma, led to Andy’s working part-time and giving day-

time care. The cost of daycare for two children would for them be quite protiibitive.
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Lucille and Don

Lucille, 32, is a cashier in a cash-and-carry outlet, working full-time hours
aithough clascified as “part-time”, and hence receiving no benefits. Don, 32, is an
automotive parts clerk. They have two children, aged 4 and 2, who attend a full-time
daycare centre which can make some special provisions for the younger child, who
has Down's syndrome.

Their income is $20-30,000, of which Lucille earns about 50%. This income,
and her share, will shertly decline sharply, as she is about to first take maternity
leave for their third child, then return to work on Saturdays only, when Don will ook
after the children. They will leave the second child in the daycare centre, the eldest
will then be in school, and the baby will stay home. This couple rent a terraced-
house from the municipality, and their rent is “sheitered”, so that it will go down as

their income drops.

THE PARTICIPANTS IN THE STUDY: DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Of the 16 couples studied, one had four children, three had three children, and
a further three were expecting a third child shortly after the final interview. The
remainder had two children, and in general commented that two was all they
planned to have, or could afford. Several parents, buth women and men, said a
larger family, though preferred, would not be practical. At the time of the first
interview the children’s ages ranged from eleven and a half years to one month, but
all families had at least one child under five years.

Fathers' ages ranged from 29 to 41, mothers from 29 to 42. Median ages were
for mothers, 35, and for fathers, 36-37. In two families the husband was the younger,
by one and two years, aind in four families parents were the same age. In the

remainder the husband was older, by from one tc seven years.
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THE PARTICIPANTS IN THE STUDY: OCCUPATIONS AND INCOME

Parents’ occupaticns and incomes are shown in Table 2. The sample includes
eight couples whom ! have classified as professional, or upper middie-class. In
seven cases, both partners are involved in professional, managerial or academic
activities. In one case, the husband is a professional in private practice, and his
wife, acting as bookkeeper for the practice, identifies with it. It should be noted that
one professional family has a total household income very considerably below that
of the others in this group.

The remaining eight families are less easy to classify. The three families at the
bottom of the income scale could be assigned to the unskilled or semi-skilled
working-class, and the hair stylist and insurance salesman/carpenter, and the nurse
(without a degree) and orderly perhaps to the skilled working class. But the hair
stylist, midway through the study, became an entrepreneur, opening her own
business and so joining the ranks of the petit-bourgeoisie, and both she and her
husband have university degrees. In some couples, the pariners would appear to
have different class affiliations. An accountant is usually thought of as a
professional, but this accountant is a trainee, not yet fully qualified, working for an
apparently rigidly controlled firm of tax accountants, and his wife, though a highly
skilled worker, would not be considered professional. “Waitress” is a working-class
occupation, but “computer programmer” is not.

Such problems have been previously resolved in sociological studies by
assigning class on the basis of the husband's occupation. Feminist critiques of class
(see e.g. Acker, 1988) argue that husbands and wives may be differently positioned
as individuals with respect to the means of production, and that the positioning of
each is gendered. The class location of the household as a unit may hold elements

of each spouse’s positions. Further, women may have bott a direct and an indirect
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Table 2

OCCUPATIONS OF RESPONDENTS IN APPROXIMATE DESCENDING ORDER QF
H EHOLD INCOME

Mother Father Income  percent
($1000s) earned
by
mother
teacher lawyer 80+ 35%
university faculty member university faculty member 80+  40%
editor university faculty member 70+  35%
bookkeeper physiotherapist *70+  35%
physiotherapist architect 70+  55%
physician researcher 70+  95%
physiotherapist university faculty member 60+  45%
nurse computer salesman 60+ 30%
lab technologist trainee accountant 50+ 55%
nurse orderly 50+ 55%
waitress computer programmer 40+  30%
programme coordinator arts manager/ 30+  30%
researcher
hair stylist insurance salesman/ 20+  35%
contractor
cashier liquor store warehouseman/ 20+  10%
tavern attendant
custodian custodian 20+ 70%
cashier automotive parts clerk 20+  50%

Note: These figures should be regarded as very approximate. income marked *

represents my estimate.
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relation to the economy through their own and their husband’s wages (Barrett,
1980), and this requires to be accounted for, and extended also to men. “Both life
cycle work patterns and spousal work patterns will affect a person’s current class
ideritification”, say MacDonald and Connelly (1989). On this basis we could assign
Elizabeth, the book-keeper, with her husband, to a category of professional/smalil
business employer, while Karen, a professional in her own right, would not be seen
as a small business-person even though her husband ran his own practice.’

In the present study, it should be noted that in five families the woman was the
higher earner, in another one the contributions of each partner were approximately
equal, and in only one family did the women contribute less than one quarter of total
income, so that it would be very misleading to suggest that the material standard of
living of the family was determined by the husband’s wage (although at least one
male respondent speaks of the father in a family as generally the breadwinner).

| finally settled on two different ways of classifying the 16 families, each with
three categories: the first classification (Table 3) ic based on job content, the second
(Table 4) largely on income. Considering job content, and particularly the amount of
control over their occupations respondents describe, | have a professional group of
eight families, a working-class group of four, and a further group of four consisting of
white-collar non-professional or divided families. The income division gives me
seven families with professional-level incomes, four in a middle group (one earning
as much as some professionals) and five in a low-earning group (including the one

professionai famity which does not earn a professional income).

*| have chosen to consider professionals as a category on their own, including
here people who are salaried employees of large organizations and those who own
and manage private practices. As will become evident, there are occasions when
these two groups differ, particularly in the discourses they use in discussing
sickness of a child and who will stay home. However for purposes of having control
ovel (heir own lives ali professionals in this study are in a position very different from
that of other workers, whether blue or white-collar, and this is reflected in their talk.

§ T R s e € ka2 ne



81

Table 3

CATEGORIZATION OF GOUPLES BY

QOCCUPATION
Mother's Cather's income child housing
occupation occupation care
group

PROFESSIONAL COUPLES
teacher lawyer 80+ 2 own **
university teache university teacher 80+ 3 own *
editor university teacher 70+ 3 own
bookkeeper physiotherapist 70+ 1 own
physiotherapist architect 70+ 2 own
physician researcher 70+ 1 own
physiotherapist university teacher 60+ 3 own
programme arts managetr/ 30+ 1 own
coordinator researcher
WHITE-COLLAR NON-PROFESSIONAL, AND MIXED COUPLES
nurse (with degree) computer salesman 60+ 1 own **
lab technologist trainee accountant 50+ 2 own
waitress computer programmer 40+ 1 own
hair stylist insurance salesman/ 20+ 1 rent

contractor
WORKING CLASS COUPLES
nurse (no degree)  orderly 50+ 3 own **
cashier liquor store 20+ 1 buying

warehouseman/

tavern attendant
custodian custodian 20+ 1 rent *
cashier automotive parts 20+ 3 rent

clerk

Families indicated by ** own two cars. Families indicated by * do not own a car.
See table 5 for meaning of child care group affiliation



Table 4

Mother's
occupation

teacher
university teacher
editor
bookkeeper
physiotherapist
physician
physiotherapist

CATEGORIZATION OF COUPLES BY INCOME

NON-PROFESSIONAL MIDDLE-INCOME

nurse
lab technologist
nurse

waitress

LOWER-INCOME

programme
coordinator

hair stylist
cashier

custodian
cashier

Father's income child
occupation care
group
PROFESSIONAL-INCOME COQUPLES
lawyer 80+ 2
university teacher 80+ 3
university teacher 70+ 3
physiotherapist 70+ 1
architect 70+ 2
researcher 70+ 1
university teacher 60+ 3
computer salesman 60+ 1
trainee accountant 50+ 2
orderly 50+ 3
computer programmer 40+ 1
arts manager/ 30+ 1
researcher
insurance salesman/ 20+ 1
contractor
liquor store 20+ 1
warehouseman/
tavern attendant
custodian 20+ 1
automotive parts 20+ 3
clerk

housing

own **
own *
own
own
own
own
own

own **
OWH,
own **
own

own

rent

buying

rent *
rent

Families indicated by ** own two cars. Families indicated by * do not own a car.

See table 5 for meaning of child care group affiliation
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Tables 3 and 4 also indicate whether respondents own their own homes, and if

they have cars.

HOUSING AND OTHER RESQURCES

Most families in the study owned their own homes. (See Tables 3 and 4.)
Those who did not were the four least affluent families. Of these, Sheena and Ted
rented a house from Sheena’s mother in a low-priced area of the city. This couple
was at the time of the last interview in process of buying a house big enough for
themselves, their children and the grandmother. Don and Lucille lived in municipal
sheltered housing, Carla and Andy rented a small apartment in the North End of
Halifax, and Cheryl and Mike rented a house in a moderately affluent area of
Halifax's West End.

Carla and Andy had no yard other than a concreted back area used for drying
clothes. Children could play here, on bikes, but their children were very young and
appeared to spend almost all of their time indoors. Don and Lucille had a large
concreted area, behind the terrace of municipal housing, which was, however, also
used as a parking lot. A grassy area which formed the front yards of the terrace was
periodically treated for weeds by the municipality, and on one of my visits carried
notices that people should not walk on it (or, by implication, children play) because
of herbicide application.

Cheryl and Mike's house had a small yard, including a garcen, Sheena and
Ted’s a larger one.

The house-owners lived in a variety of areas: three in the South End of Halifax,
the area of most expensive housing; two in the moderately expensive West End,;
three in the less expensive North End; one in an affluent suburb; one in a large

town-house, which they had built, in the midst of a rather run-down downtown area;
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ard two in neighbouring, more inoderately-priced Dartmouth. Two also had
properties in rural Nova Scetia, and they spent most weekends out of town; these
were houses rather than cottages, and one couple was attempting to run their
property as a small farm. A third couple had a cottage in New Brunswick, which they
visited mainly in the summer. All the house-owners had yards, some quite large.

As incomes and housing varied, so did parents’ abilities to move themselves
and their children around the town with ease. Three families, those of Berthe and
Vince in the professional group, and Lucy and Wayne, Brenda and Glen in the
middle-income group, had a car for each parent. Cheryl and Mike, with four
children, had a seven-seater minibus, and almost all the. others had one car, in the
case of Kathleen and Douglas recently acquired. As we shail see, families with one
car required parents to engage in constant negotiation as to where the car had to be
in order to get adulis and children to and from their daily locations.

Simon and Sheila sold their rather old car during the course of the study, and
did not buy another. Their home was close to their place of work and the children’s
daycare centre and school, and they considered the exercise of walking would be
beneficial and enjoyable, and buses, taxis and rented vehicles would be available
when necessary. Carla and Andy could not afford a car, and relied on public
transportation for their quite considarable journeys between home and work. In an

emergency, such as to transport a sick child to hospital, they would take a taxi.

CHILDREN'S HEALTH AND ILL-HEALTH

Families differed not only in their access to material resources, but in the
demands made by their children’s health. Five families had asthmatic children,
generally the elder child, though one family had two asthmatic children. Although |
did not seek a representative sample of the Halifax population, this proportion of

asthmatic children is close to the sstimated 10 to 12 percent of Nova Scotian
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children who are asthmatic. Asthma necessitated trips to the hospital and to doctors’
offices, and engendered in at least one parent in each family a constant attention to
both the state of the child's breathing and the level of medical supplies in the
household.

Two families had a younger child with Down’s Syndrome. This proportion is
higher than one would expect to find through representative samgling. An
acquaintance referred me .o the first of these families, who then referred me to the
second, before | knew either had a disabled child. 1 found that the children’s
disabilities made visible several aspects of the gendered nature of the work it
involved, including constant liaison with various health professionals and membe.s
of support groups. In both families, mothers in particular were involved in the
organization of these groups, and in one the father described both partners as

overburdened with arranging meetings and talking to “new” parents and “experts”.

BASIC CHILD-CARE ARRANGEMENTS

As all families had both parents in the labour force, combining paid work and
childcare was a central problem of parents’ lives. In Table 5 | divide families into
three groups, according to the three main strategies they pursued: (1) hiring a full-
time babysitter (three families); (2) full-time day-care outside the house (five
families); and (3) parental care (eight families). However, parents’ childcare
strategies were not simple, and underwent constant modification as chidren grew
older or babysitters left.

In Groups 1 and 2, both parents were employed full-time. They relied on
resources external to their family to provide childcare while they were at work. The
three families of Group 1 had a permanent babysitter (variously referred to as a

“nanny” or “housekeeper” or “sitter’) who came to their house during working hours.
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Children between three and five years of age also atterded nursery school or
daycare centre programmes, part-time.

The five families of Group 2 used scme form of daycare at a location other
than their own home. Three families had one or more children in a full-time non-
profit daycare centre for the duration of the study. One family moved between a
non-profit centre and a smaller private arrangement as their needs (for a preschool
programme, then for after-school and infant care) changed with their children's
ages. Finally, one family used private “family” daycare to accommaodate the parerits’
12-hour work shifts.

The remaining eight families, classified under group 3, relied primarily on their
own resources to provide childcare. They included two families where one parent
(one mother, one father) carried the chief responsibility for child-care, fitting in part-
time work as best she or he could, while the other worked full-time. In the other six
cases the parents alternated child-care and paid work. At least one parent,
generally but not always the mother, defined her paid work as “part-time”. These
eight families also made some use of external childcare, whether in the form of
playgroups, parnt-time babysitters, or nursery school.

Childcare group affiliation is aiso indicated in Tables 3 and 4. From this it can
be seen that parents who relied on their own resources (Group 3) were
predominantly in the lower-income group, while day-care families (group 2) and

those with housekeepers (group 1) were predominantly professionals.
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Table §
PROVISION OF CHILD CARE WHILE P:, '3 PERFORM PAID WORK

(The notation —> indicates that parents altered their arrangements during the
course ¢i the study)

1. Housekeeper-nanny employed full-tiza 3 families

In all three families of Goup 1, both parents are employed full-time.
Preschool children attend nursery school or part-time daycare centre twice weekly.

2. Full-time daycare outside home 5 families

A. 3 families
Non-profit day-care centre is preferred option.

1 Elder child is in centre, younger with sitter at home —>
both in centre (elder child now after school and vacations
only).

1 Both children attend same daycare.

1 Younger child is in centre, elder self-sufficient.

B. 1family
Both privale care and non-profit centre used.

Elder child in non-profit centre, infant i1 private care —>
both in private care (elder child now ater-school and
vacations only).

C. 1 family
Private daycare some days, parents share other days

Parents work 12-hour shifts, children attend private
daycare when both parents on same shift. (Parents are
attempting to have this the usual pattern.) Preschooler
attends community-based group programmes twice
weekly.

In all five families of Group 2, both parents work full-time hours, although one
mother is classified as “part-time”. (Her hours have since been somewhat reduced.)

(continued on next page)
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Table 5 continued: Childcare.

3. Parents perform_bulk of chi’d-care, 8 families
stagger work-hours
A. 2 families
One parent has overall responsibility and fi.s paid work around
child-care
1 Mother does care, also works as bookkeeper for

husband’s practice. Uses part-time sitter. Did use part-
time non-profit daycare centre.

1 Father does care, also part-time research based at home.
Uses cooperative playgroup.
Preschooler attends nursery twice weekly, boarder sits

for them.
B. 6 families
Share care
4 Woman does more care, works part-timea: man full-time.
1 Both work part-ti ne —> wnman moves to full-time.

I Man does more care, works part-time, woman full-time.

Five employ babysitters some of the time, one also sending preschooler to
nursery-school twice weekly, and one having a grandmother who sits for them;
one uses a cooperative playgroup, and has started to send both children to part-
time private daycare. Only the last family listed does not require a sitter during
work hours.
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This chapter has served as a briet introduction to the families studied, and
indicated the resources available to parents in terms of money, housing and space,
and availability of transportation. It has also outlined some of the structuring features
of parents lives: their cccupations and hours of work, the types of childcare they use,
and their children’s health.

From this introduction, 1 can proceed to a closer examination of these
structuring aspects of parents’ lives, and move on to consider their patterns of work
in the home, as they toid them to me. However, motherhood or fatherhood is not
experienced by participants only as resources and structures and patiemns. It is
highly complex and emotional, joyful and frustrating. | wish first to examine how the

parents described their parenthood, with its ups and downs, its joys and its worries.



VI. THE EXPERIENCE OF BEING A MOTHER OR FATHER

Being a mother or father cannot be described in simple fashion. Parents
experience their parenthood as complex, joyful, worrying. At times they hecome
exasperated with their children, themselves, or the situation and resources within
which they have to function. In subsequent cnapters ! shall examine some
structuring conditions within which parents operate; but the conditions of
parenthood are subjectively perceived by mothers and fathers, who act on these
conditions, draw on resources, according to this perception. Later in this dissertation
| endeavour to examine ways in which this perception, and their emotional and
intellectual responses to parenthood, are socially constructed.

We have to begin, therefore, with how parents perceive their motherhood and
fatherhood. From the start it should 2e borne in mind that motherhood and
fatherhood are feeling states, not merely “roles” that can be taken on or discarded
(Elshtain, 1982).

Boulton (1983) asked the mothers she interviewed io describe their chief
sources of enjoyment and irritation concerning both their motherhood and their daily
practice ot childcare. To this | added the concept of worry. | asked both mothers and
fathers, during separate interviews, about their main sources of enjoyment, irritation
and worry, in terms of the generalized “being a mother” or “being a father” and in
terms of the day to day activities and childcare routines. This division of concerns
worked fairly well, but there were times when parents found it difficult. On the whole,
mothers had less trouble in separating the general “being a mother” from their
particular practice of childcare.

In this chapter | examine enjoyment, irritation a. 1 worry as descrived first by
mothers, then by fathers. Then | look at how mothers summed up their motherhood,
and 1athers their fatherhood.

Q0
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THE MOTHERS AND HQW THEY FEEL

To the question, “what do you most enjoy about being a mother”, mothers had
many answers Most focussed directly on their relationship with their children:
hugging them, watching them, reading to them, piaying with them. The children’s
presence “made things more fun”, some suggested, and the insights gained from a
child’s perspective on the world were a great source of pleasure. A sense of wonder
and freshness was mentioned in this context. One mother, Susan, mentioned
motherhood as an actual status: the way in which by becoming a mother she had
joined a community of adult women. Another, Anna, spoke of “feeling like an adult
for the first time”, when she made the decision to have a child. One, Sheila,
mentioned watching the children with her husband, and commented on his being
the only person “that can appreciate how wonderful it is”, when the children
discover new things or develop new abilities.

Berthe’s and Rachel’'s comments quoted here are typical of tihose mothers who
focussed on the direct relationship with their children, and the closeness and
immediacy of this relationship.

Um — 1 like laughing with the kids, | like hugging them, | like it when they w int
to hug back, when they take time to hug back. Qur middle son is uh, quite tne
cuddler, he will always cuddle and hug . . . { love to read to my kids . . . | like to
see their smiles when you've done something for them, something that makes
them happy. | love to buy clothes for the kids. | love to buy toys for the kids. | like
to see them playing with their toys. | mean not just playing with them, but |
mean enjoying them. | like teaching them things . . . cooking and needlepoint
being two things, | guess. (Berthe, 1)

On, hugging and kissing and touching and — the nice times, 'm not crazy!
(laughs) Uh you know the times that everybody’s feeling good and, you know,
you sit down and read your kid a story, or someihing like that, or they hug you
and say ‘Love you Mom', and go to bed nicely . . . Doing things together. You
know, Christmas holidays, sort of stuff, you know, it's much more fun being a
family. Even sometimes when they're squabbling in the back seat and it
reminds you of when you squabbled in the back seat as a kid. (Rachel, 1)
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Rachel’s use of “go to bed nicely” indicates that enjoyment comes not only from
activities which are pleasurable in themselves but from the avoidance of problems,
the fweling that everything is going smoothly. Other mothers echo this fesling also.

Several mothers conveyed a sense of young-childhood as a stage that would
soon be gone, that should be enjoyed while it was there, and of the developraent of
the child, the newness of her or his experience, and the ways in which that was
changing.

(T)he thrill of allowing, just watching someone becoming more and more
independent and comfortable and able to dou things and confident, that was,
that kind of little rosebud blossoming is of terrific appeal. (Kathleen, 11)

| think what | most like about it is watching them, and seeing how they change,
develop and — just enjoying watching them develcp as people, learning how
to do things and uh becoming, | mean watching (the younger) learn his
colours, and just how enthusiastic he is, everything you, when you read a book
it's like you have to name every colour on every page for him, and if you see a
spider, watch out because then you have to sing Eensy Ween ider!
(laughs) ... Second on my list would be coming home and him going ‘Hi
Mommy!" (imitating little kid’s voice) and running to you and giving you hugs
and kisses, you know both of them are just so affectionate. and the reason | say
that's second on my list is because | know that's not going to be permanent, at
least | know we're going to go through periods when I'm not going to get

(laughs) all that outward affection. (Sheila, I1)

In general, this sense of watching, of observing newness, was the favourite
comment of professional and middle-class mothers. Cheryl, a lower-income mother,
spoke in similar vein. She talks of the joy, the “lift", as compensating for the work of
raising children.

The vitality of the kids, the new experiences, you know, and the, the newness
that you get yourself, like looking at things in a different manner. | think | have to
say that | like that most about being a mother. You know every little thing is —
like (the third one), she's such a tyrant, but (faughs) when some thing's
excitable to her and just seeing it through her eyes, it, it's nice. And | think it
gives you a lift, you know from the doldrums of everyday life, like. I'd have to
say that that probably compensates for all the work that's involved with — |
really do. (Cheryl, 1)



F o

s ke =

93

Four working-class mothers, Carla, Lucille, Sheena and Brenda (from a

middle-income household), had a somewhat different approach, and one in which
the children appear very central to their lives. They like to feel needed, they like the

fact of being a mother, life would be very boring withnut children.

Having someone depend on me. . . like it when my son will come to me and
say, ‘Mummy, | love you!’ right, or ‘Mummy, can you get this?’ or ‘Mummy, can
you do that?’ and then you know maybe every fourth or fifth time he’s, ‘Thank
you, Mummy, | love you!’ | just iove that, | just think it's so nize, you know.
(Carla, 1)

Being needed. Knowing as little as they are now that they need me, and that
I'm wanted. (Lucille, 1)

| enjoy the kids. | mean just basically them. I, the one | enjoy the most is the
baby . .. just the fact of being their mother . . . If | didn’'t have kids | don’t know
what I'd do. | think I'd have a hell of a boring life. | mean | go to work and | think
about the kids, you know. (Brenda, 1)

Gosh, it's the whole thing. I love to love, you know like to do things for others,
that kind of thing, and | love them, | get off on loving them, | guess is the way,
(laughs) . . . But | know I'd like to keep having them. (laughs) | can't picture a
day now with not having a, you know a baby or a toddler around. I'd like to just
keep on every two, three years having another one. | won't, and this is it.
(Sheena, 1)

There are elements of “watching them” in these moth<rs’ answers aiso, but the

feeling of being needed is paramount.

One professional mother, after discussing watching and reading to her

children, spoke of status, “being accepted as a woman” hy other women who have

children.

Another bonus which is quite funny, because it happened as soon as | got
pregnant, is the sense of sisterhood, the sense of being accepted as a woman,
which at work was terribly terribly important. Women told me things much more
easily. Now they say, ‘Do you have children?’ and | say, ‘Yes." And they don't
sort of stop to inquire any further, | mean they might be having terrible problems
with an 18-year-old, but somehow because I've got children they know, they
think, 'l understand. Sometimes | do. And that happened immediately, as soon
as | was pregnant. And also just the whole business of being one of the
mothers at work . . . We talk about our children a lot, and | love that, | really
really enjoy that. (Susan, Ii)
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Anna’s comments are the most complex. She dealt with both the abstract idea
of being a mother, deciding to have children and then feeling “like an adult for the
first time”, and the actuality facing her. in practice, motherhocd is confusing, and her
responses to it are ambivalent. 1t is at the same time wonderful and terrible, and the
same aspects of it, in particular the feeling of total responsibility for these little
people, are what makes it so wonderful and so terrible.

(Dt's a big shock, ! still, I'm not completely comfortable with mother — |, like |
said | had always sort of had a hard time dealing with children so it doesn't
come naturally, and if | see something | don't like in my kids, | go — uh that
must be, you know, 'm saying to myself, 'm a bad mother, you know, and
before you know it — | mean | try and take it pretty lightly, but once in a while |
get down with myself, and it is such a big responsibility, and | always knew that
it was going to be. It's a wonderful thing, too, it's just from one extreme to the
next, you know some days you just feel like you want to, to choke some day —
oh my God, this just can’t go on — but it’s nice because it doesn’t go on, you
know, the next day is like they do something miraculous and they're wonderful.
And | can't, | can’t get enough of them, they’re just so wonderful, | can't imagine
my life without them, you know. (Anna, 1i)

Enjoyment in doing childcare

Mothers differed on the question of enjoyment in actually iooking after their
children. Some pointed out that routine chores such as bathing small children could
be enjoyable or not, depending on how both they and the children were feeling.
Cthers focussed on non-routine activities which gave them as mothers a break.
Talking to or reading to children were mentioned in this context also: Cindy pointed
out that these could be “a way to escape the real world” briefly, for the mother.

Childcare is most enjoyable when the day goes smoothly, said Berthe, thus
repeating the implication of Rachel's “go to bed nicely”.

What comes to mind is what makes for a smooth day, maybe . . . not only a
smooth day, but like a profitable day, what | would call a, a memorable day. And
that would be if the children are involved in something . . . | guess | enjoy any
day when there’s no fighting! So in terms of looking after them, | try to get them
as involved as possibie. (Berthe, i)






