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Abstract  

 
Motherhood is a very sacred and coveted status in American society. In fact, 

many women find it to be a central part of their identity and a source of acceptance by 

others. However, the requirements presented in the “good” mothering narrative are 

intensive and require resources, time, and energy that many women cannot afford. 

Women unable to fulfill the criteria of “good” mothers are labeled “bad” and tend to be 

women of color who suffer from poverty. Despite the fact that expectations are 

unreasonable for many women, the saliency of the “good” mothering narrative lead some 

women to commit acts of desperation that can lead to incarceration.  

 Since incarceration challenges these women’s ability to mother effectively, prison 

moms are further stigmatized as “bad” mothers. This label is misleading given that, more 

often than not, these women are incarcerated due to the structures of oppression, 

discrimination, sexism, violence, etc, that challenge their ability to provide for their 

families. In other words, actions, such as the selling of drugs, that lead to incarceration 

were often in an effort to fulfill expectations of “good” mothers.  

This thesis explores some of the structural barriers these women face, how they 

find ways to cope, and how ultimately, how their incarceration challenges the saliency of 

their identities as mothers. It also examines three prison programs, Girl Scout Beyond 

Bars, Prison Nurseries, and Drew House that work to restore their identities as mothers as 

well as teach the women “good” mothering techniques that is in accordance with the 

dominant narrative. This thesis is meant to complicate the ideology of motherhood and 

to, instead, examine the realities of these women. 
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Introduction  

 
Although you’re far, you’re always near.  
You’ll always be my mommy dear.  
For what you did will never change.  
There is no reason to be ashamed.  
The love for you is in my heart  
although we’re very far apart.  
My love for you is very clear.  
I’ll see you soon my mommy dear.  
-A poem by eleven-year-old Valencia to her mother in Prison (Siegel 2011: 1)   
 
 Ten-year-old Jessica is showing off her Halloween costume—a pink poodle skirt 

with a white top. Jessica’s arms gesture wide and she wriggles in her seat as she 

animatedly tells her mother, Jennifer, a story about her week. As she watches her 

daughter, Jennifer’s eyes soften before she kicks her head back and lets out a laugh. 

Jennifer’s own mother, standing back to let her daughter and granddaughter have this 

moment alone, smiles as she observes, “Jen just gets into it with her daughter, she just 

gets giddy…they are so much fun to watch together” (Mothers In Prison 2007).  

 This interaction, while up close seems to be a small, affectionate moment typical 

of mothers and daughters, is really defined by the fact that Jennifer is a prison mom. For 

this reason, Jennifer and Jessica sit in rigid plastic chairs facing each other across a three-

foot aisle. Any contact between them would force the observing officer to intervene and 

place Jennifer in handcuffs. This monthly visit, a privilege resulting from Jennifer’s good 

behavior such as following prison rules, is the only time she gets to see her daughter. 

Otherwise, Jennifer must rely on weekly phone calls to keep up on Jessica’s life. This 

means that she misses both the big moments of life—birthdays, holidays, Jessica’s dance 

recitals—and the little ones—helping out with homework, sharing a meal, reading books 

together.  



Jennifer is serving time in a maximum-security prison in Shakopee, Minnesota, 

for selling methamphetamine. When her daughter was nine, Jennifer and her daughter 

were eating pizza when the police knocked the door down, threw her and her daughter to 

the floor, and held a gun to Jessica’s head. Jessica tears up when she thinks about the 

moment and remarks, “and I never got to say goodbye to her” (Mothers In Prison 2007). 

That moment forever changed the relationship Jennifer shares with her daughter.  

As a prison mom, Jennifer must confront the challenges of mothering from prison, 

a space that threatens her relationship with her child. Jessica, who lives with her 

grandparents, must travel three hours, pass through metal detectors, and abide by prison 

rules such as abstaining from any physical contact with her mom (except for an initial 

hug and a last goodbye one). Jennifer’s relationship with Jessica is further complicated by 

society’s belief that because Jessica committed a crime, she is also a “bad” mother.  Such 

a belief not only ignores the love Jennifer and Jessica share, but also undermines 

Jennifer’s efforts to maintain her relationship with her daughter, threatens her identity as 

a mother, and hinders her ability to reclaim her position as caregiver post release.  

This is the story of Jennifer and Jessica, but their story is representative of 

millions of women in the American justice system. The Bureau of Justice Statistics 

estimated that there would be 108,866 women prisoners under “jurisdiction of state or 

federal correctional authorities” by 2012 (Carson 2013: 1). Since most of them are 

mothers, there are “a quarter of a million kids with mothers behind bars” (Mothers In 

Prison 2007).  

A mother’s incarceration, rather than a father’s, tends to have more of an impact 

on their children (Siegel 2011). This is for two main reasons. First, mothers are more 
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likely to be living with their children at the time of their arrest: “while 64.2 percent of 

mothers in prison report they were living with their children before they went to prison, 

only 46.5 percent of incarcerated fathers did so” (Siegel 2011: 4). Moreover, 90 percent 

of children of incarcerated parents continue living with their mothers if their father is 

imprisoned, but “only a quarter of the children of incarcerated mothers live with their 

fathers” (Stoles 2013). Since a father is more able to rely on the children’s mother to care 

for the children during his sentence,  

the rate at which children of incarcerated women are place in foster homes 
is nearly five times greater than the rate for children whose fathers are in 
prison (10.9 percent vs. 2.2 percent). In short, when Mom goes to prison, 
the potential for disruption to a child’s family structure and living situation 
is greater than when Dad is incarcerated (Siegel 2011: 5).  
 
While Jessica was fortunate enough to have her grandparents able to take her into 

custody, the effects of her mother’s incarceration were still apparent. Like most children 

of incarcerated mothers, Jessica is emotionally, socially, and physically affected by 

Jennifer’s absence. Her grandmother states that Jessica is more subdued than she was 

before her mother’s arrest and gets angry with her friends more often than before. Even 

Jessica recognizes the change within herself: “When I have troubles at school, I want to 

call my mom” (Mothers In Prison 2007).  

Jessica’s comments are also indicative of the second reason why a mother’s 

incarceration has a stronger impact on her children than a father’s might: being a mother 

is given sacred status in American society and often shrouded in moral and religious 

language. Rightly or wrongly, mothers are viewed as the guides and the nurturers of their 

children or, as explained by one analogy, mothers are “shepherdesses, leading their flocks 

on the path of righteousness” (Hays 1996: 30). For this reason, mothers are seen as an 
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irreplaceable figure in the lives of their children and in society at large: “they are seen as 

all-powerful-holding the fate of their children and ultimately the future of society in their 

hands-and as powerless-subordinate to dictates of nature, instinct and social forces 

beyond their kin” (Glenn et al. 1994: 11). 

Naja, a child of an incarcerated mother explains: “Yeah. Your father being in 

prison is not as bad as your mother being in prison” (Siegel 2011: 149). When asked why, 

she responds, “I guess because your mother has an image to hold, like to take care of you 

and everything. Most people’s fathers be in since they was babies [sic], for killing 

somebody or doing this or selling drugs. So it’s not a big deal… A mother being in prison 

is worse, period, than a father” (Siegel 2011: 149). Likewise, Jennifer’s mother reflects, 

“nothing and no one can fill the hole that mom’s absence creates” (Mothers In Prison 

2007).  

Linked to the revered status of mothers is a collective narrative around mothering 

that has fashioned a social construction of what a “good” mother is and does. 

Expectations of the “good” mother, which include providing a physical space of warmth 

and protection (usually through the home) and emotional support for children, demand a 

high level of time, energy, and money that is not realistic for most women, incarcerated 

or not. The disconnect between ideal mothering behavior and the reality of what mothers 

can provide is a result of sweeping generalizations that rarely acknowledge “the solid 

ground of people’s daily lives” (Coontz 1997: 4). In her analysis of the American family, 

Stephanie Coontz explains that lacking in the debate on family values is the “serious 

discussion of the links between economic and moral issues in families, communities, and 

work settings” (Coontz 1997: 4). She explains that politicians conveniently “ignore the 
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variability among families, as well as the different resources and challenges with which 

different families must cope” (Coontz 1997: 8). Everyone can support family values, the 

“shoulds” and the “should nots,” in the abstract, but “it is time to get beyond the rhetoric 

and the sound bites to see what is actually happening” (Coontz 1997: 4). This kind of 

nuance is long over due, and yet, my thesis will make clear that the collective psyche of 

what it means to be a “good” mother remains salient in the minds of many American 

women.  

The persistence of the “good” mother narrative leads to a parallel construction: 

the “bad” mother. “Bad” mothers are not only those who stray from the good mothering 

narrative, but who also hold marginalized positions in American society. Most women 

who are incarcerated suffer from chronic unemployment, violence, and/or substance 

abuse—all of which stem from multiple axes of structural systems of oppression such as 

poverty, racism, and sexism.  Such factors make the expectations of “good” mothers 

unattainable. However, the expectations of “good” mothers are so strong in American 

society that pressures to be “good” force these marginalized women to reconcile their 

realities with society’s expectation.  

My thesis examines how this tension between reality and ideological expectations 

of motherhood often lead women to acts of desperation and how such acts can then lead 

to prison. The incarceration of these women further cements their label as “bad” mothers. 

Thus, prison mothers are often considered useless in their role as a mother and in society 

at large: “their multiple marginality, combined with the stigma and shame incarceration, 

renders this powerless population essentially disposable in the eyes of society. They are 

dismissed as ‘throwaway moms’” (Allen 2010 162).  
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However, I hope to use the stories of incarcerated mothers that have been 

collected by ethnographers to challenge the assumption that these women are inherently 

“bad” mothers. In challenging this idea I examine the external factors, such as those listed 

above, that lead to these mothers’ incarceration to show that these many of these women 

are not in jail because of personal faults, but rather because of their disadvantaged 

beginnings. As one prison mother, Alicia, exclaimed, “we’re not all bad people” (Ferraro 

2003: 33). 

In the course of my research I have come across prison programs for mothers that 

recognize that these women are not inherently “bad” mothers; that with the right kind of 

training, they can, in fact, become “good” mothers. These programs not only facilitate the 

mother-child relationship through prison walls, but they do so while endorsing the 

narrative of “good” mothers that appears in American society. While the types of 

programs vary from halfway houses, to cohabitation programs, to parenting classes, I 

focus on just three programs to provide a close and compassionate examination of how 

such programs perpetuate the expectations of “good” mothers. The three programs that I 

feature are prison nurseries, Girl Scout Beyond Bars, and Drew House. While diverse in 

their structures, they all support the “good” mothering narrative and instill “good” 

mothering values in their participants.  

I begin my thesis by first establishing the “good” mothering narrative, which is 

juxtaposed with the “bad” mothering narrative, through a historical analysis in chapter 

one. In chapter two, I discuss how many incarcerated women are caught between the 

realities of their lives, which compromise their ability to live up to good mothering 

expectations, and the pressures to perform or act like “good” mothers. Also in this 
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chapter I address how these external factors contribute to their label as “bad” mothers. In 

chapter three I demonstrate a need (and a desire, as expressed by the mothers themselves) 

for mothering programs in prison. Yet, as an institutional place of constraint and 

surveillance, prison greatly challenges and threatens the mother-child relationship. 

Finally, I present the three programs and analyze how they endorse the “good” mother 

construction in chapter four. Throughout my thesis, I present the stories of incarcerated 

women like Jennifer to contextualize the data and anthropological theories I discuss, but 

also to give a voice to these women who usually go unheard.  

As their visit comes to a close Jennifer becomes serious and her eyes fill with 

tears. Watching Jessica leave is hard, but it is even more difficult is telling her daughter 

the bad news. She looks up at Jessica and her voice breaks when she tells her daughter 

that she will not be released in time for Christmas. Since Jennifer can’t touch her 

daughter, she must ask Jessica’s grandmother, who is sitting beside Jessica, to hug her 

daughter on her behalf. Jennifer, like so many women presented in this thesis, 

demonstrate the tremendous strength it takes to be a mother in prison. Aside from battling 

the external factors that contributed to their incarceration and confronting the “bad” 

mother stigma imposed on them by society, prison mothers must also bear the long 

separation from their children. Most of all, they must have faith that someday, there will 

be a time when small moments like quick hugs, going out for ice cream, dancing around 

the living room, and sharing stories will not be so few and far between.  
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Chapter One: Motherhood: An Analysis of the Construction of the “Good” and 
“Bad” Mom 
 
Patricia: “I know what it is to be a good mom, and what it is to be a bad mom. And I’m 
trying so hard not to be that, that negative mom, you know what I mean?...[a bad mom], 
they leave their kids unattended…and that’s when I was living down at that end” (Siegel 
2011: 124).   
 
Jacinta: “I failed as a parent because I’m never there…I never knew how to raise a 
child…I was just learning as I went along. Like I didn’t have anything. I didn’t have a 
blue print. I didn’t have everything mapped out like the average person” (Siegel 2011: 
40)  
 
Alicia: “we’re not all messed up in the head. We were all messed up in the head, but we 
came here and you know, it’s mandatory time out” (Davis 2012: 81). 
 

These accounts represent the conscious awareness among incarcerated women 

that they have not acted as “good” mothers should. That is, they deviated from the good 

mothering standard that appears in American magazines, media, and parenting books. 

Their perceived divergence from the good mothering narrative is because of, or 

exacerbated by, the fact that each of these women mother from prison. Since it is much 

more socially acceptable to have a father that is in prison than to have a mother in prison 

(Siegel 2011), prison moms can face more stigma as parents than their male counterparts. 

This social belief puts prison mothers outside the category of “good” mothers as defined 

by contemporary U.S. mothering ideals.    

America’s sentimentality around our social constructs of motherhood is reflected 

in our high expectations of mothers: “mothers are the anchors of the family, and every 

child is supposed to have a mother” (Siegel 2011: 148).  Moreover, the idea of mothering 

is a deeply personal topic in contemporary U.S. because everyone seems to know 

something about mothering: “we’ve been mothered, we are mothers, we know mothers, 

or at least we think we know what it means to be a mother or to be mothered. It is partly 
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because of this widespread familiarity that the topic tends to elicit such powerful, and 

often conflicted, responses” (Hays 1996: ix). Many Americans believe that thier mothers 

mothered the best way they knew how. They guard their secret chocolate-chip-cookie 

recipes, remember their tips for cleaning out tomato stains, and look to them for advice 

when they are trying to raise their own children.  

Despite our strong convictions about how motherhood should play out, it is 

fundamental to understand that motherhood is a socially constructed ideology. There is 

nothing inherently biological about being a “good” mother. This is confirmed by the 

work of anthropologists who have studied the variations of motherhood through time and 

space (Glenn 1994).  However, the fact that motherhood is a construction rather than 

biological should not and cannot undermine the importance of these ideologies; for its 

believers, ideologies are deeply powerful. They serve “not only as a means of 

legitimating what [people] do, but also as important guides for what they should do” 

(Hays 1996: 16). Moreover, salient ideologies can be mistaken as law or fact (i.e., 

“natural”) and therefore are seen as unchangeable and impermeable. In regards to the 

ideology of motherhood, many believe that they are “sacred, inviolable, or at least 

commonsensical and that they follow from the natural propensities of mothers or the 

absolute needs of children” (Hays 1996: x). American society’s acceptance of 

motherhood expectations speaks to the fact that the discourse on motherhood is deeply 

ingrained in our culture.  

The mothering narrative acts as a tool of ordering American society into two 

categories: those who adhere to it, and those who do not. In other words, “everyday life 

is, among other things, a never-ending flow of moral surveillance. We all survey each 
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other to see if actions live up to the norms and expectations we carry in our heads” (Gans 

1995: 11). If it is determined that a person or population does not act in accordance to the 

dominant narrative, then they are given the label of “deviant.” As Herber Gans explains 

in The War Against the Poor, labels go beyond just stereotyping behavior; they project 

personal attributions and failures:  

As a result, welfare recipients become defective personalities or deficient 
moral types; that they are also family members, churchgoers, or neighbors is 
immaterial. Indeed, one of the purposes of labels is to strip labeled persons of 
their qualities. That a welfare recipient may be a fine mother becomes 
irrelevant; the label assumes that she, like all others in her category, is a bad 
mother, and she is given no chance to prove otherwise (Gans 1995: 12). 
 

In this way, the creation of a “good” mothering narrative inherently creates outsiders. In 

turn, these outsiders are seen as society’s peripherals. As I will demonstrate throughout 

this thesis, prison mothers are not only outside the good mothering narrative, but they are 

also seen as “bad,” a label that has serious consequences on their self-esteem and can 

hinder reintegration into society post-incarceration.  

In this, I begin with the historical development of how the discourse on the 

“good” mother came to be so deeply rooted in American society today. I also present the 

historical development of the “bad” mother, which ran parallel to that of the “good” 

mother. I will then discuss how these historical narratives influence the contemporary 

constructions of the “good” and “bad” mother. Establishing the expectations of “good” 

mothers, as it is understood by American society today, will allow me to discuss the ways 

in which prison mothers deviate from this narrative and are therefore considered 

particularly “bad” by American society at large.  

The Development of the “Good” Mother: A Historical Analysis  
 

 10 



“The primary duty of the woman is to be the helpmate, the housewife, and mother” 
(Roosevelt 1905: 284) 

 
“Motherhood”  
By Eleanor Robbins Wilson (1919, published in Good Housekeeping) 
 
So short a time in my Command,  
These children that I hold tonight,  
God give me grace to understand,  
Wisdom to guide their steps aright,  
That I may be throughout the land  
A lamp unto their feet for light.  
 
So short a time do small hands cling  
With confidence of babyhood,  
Let me not idly dream a think,  
But live the noble part I should,  
That henceforth from such mothering 
They shall instinctively seek good.  
 
So short a time for my embrace,  
For love, cheer, comfort, lullabies,  
God help me hallow the brief space  
That turns to gold each sacrifice— 
So surely does a mother’s grace  
Build her soul’s mansion in the skies.   

 
Although the good mothering narrative appears to be deeply ingrained in American 

society, it was not until the past few centuries that motherhood became a respected aspect 

of society. Before the eighteenth century, the idea of a “natural mother love” did not exist 

in the Western world (Ladd-Taylor and Umanksy 1998). In fact, before the 1700s, 

motherhood took very different forms in Western culture. In the middle ages, it was 

believed that children were inherently evil and thus, whipping and tightly swaddling them 

were seen as ways to control “these demonic creatures” (Hays 1996: 23). Children were 

also seen as an economic asset and were expected to do the bulk of household chores and 

act as the primary caretakers for younger siblings (Hays 1996). It may seem surprising, 

given the discourse around motherhood today, that at this time “when children were not 
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being fed, drugged, whipped or tossed, there were often simply ignored” (Hays 1996: 

23).  

The emergence of the belief that the mother occupied a sacred position in the lives 

of children and in the collective psyche of society began with the American Revolution in 

the 1770s. It was during this time that proper mothering was tied to nation building. 

Although women were politically excluded in the decision making of the country (due to 

the fact that they were unable to vote), they were held responsible for properly raising the 

nation’s future leaders. This role was believed to be integral to democracy (Ladd-Taylor 

and Umanksy 1998). Thus, women were expected to rise to the occasion and focus on 

raising their child properly and creating the best environment (presumably the home) for 

their children for the sake of the collective social good.   

 It wasn’t until the 1830s that motherhood, as it is considered today, came into 

being. Motherhood, as an ideology, flourished as Industrialization changed the 

fundamental structure of the American family. Before this time, it was common for 

women to work outside the home, own businesses, and manage farms (Eyer 1992). 

However, with Industrialization, “the traditional productive skills of women—textile 

making, garment making, and food processing—passed to the factory system along with 

the men who left the home for industry” (Eyer 1992: 101). This too, led to a change in 

ideology around concepts of work and home: “‘work’ was redefined as entrepreneurship 

and wage earning, and tied to the cash economy. Men went outside the home to ‘work,’ 

while women remained at home, in ‘woman’s sphere,’ to rear children” (Ladd-Taylor and 

Umansky 1998: 7). Since it was believed that women were unable to handle the difficult 

environment of the factories and would be distracting if they worked alongside men, 
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gender became the defining characteristic between those who went to work and those 

who did not. It was during this time that women’s presumed “natural” position in the 

home became further cemented. 

With the positioning of women in the home and their responsibility as primary 

parents more firmly established, mother groups grew and, (through their articles, creative 

writings, and opinion columns in magazines), asserted a national voice on motherhood. 

These publications coincided with a dramatic increase in the number of domestic novels 

and child upbringing manuals that were directed towards mothers rather than towards 

fathers or parents (Hays 1996).  For example, writing around this time was Amelia Barr, 

who published her article, “Good and Bad Mothers,” in the North American Review in 

1893. She claims:  

how to manage young children; how to strengthen them physically; how 
best to awaken their intellects, engage their affections and win their 
confidence; how to make home the sweetest spot on earth, a place of love, 
order and repose, a temple of purity were innocence is respected, and 
where no one is permitted to talk of indecent subjects or to read indecent 
books; these are the duties of the good mother (Barr 1893: 409)  
 

This excerpt highlights the ideals of the time: that the health of children and the creation 

of the home as a sanctuary were in the hands of mothers. This duty was not to be 

undervalued. Pieces such as this worked to validate the position of mothers as a 

legitimate and crucial one in society. 

Further validation of women and their work at home came in the following years 

during what is considered the Victorian-cult of motherhood. It was during this time that 

the mother’s presumed superior moral sensibility was advertised. The moral upper hand 

“gave ‘true’ women dignity, increased their authority at home, justified their education, 

and defined their role in public life” (Ladd-Taylor and Umansky 1998: 7). Thus, 
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assigning value to motherhood was paradoxical: it both gave women agency, while 

simultaneously confined them to the home.   

It was also believed that women had natural moral compasses, a belief that further 

validated women’s positions as the most important agents of enculturation: “the mother 

was the obvious source of everything that would save or damn the child; the historical 

and spiritual destiny of America lay in her hands” (Eyer 1992:104). This idea is evident 

in writings during this time. In their 1913 article in Good Housekeeping, Ms. Bennett and 

Ms. Miller wrote, “the foundation of the commonwealth is the proper upbringing of the 

child….every age is very largely a reflection of the mothers of the preceding generation. 

Consider what that means. It places motherhood at the very apex of service for the state” 

(Bennett and Miller 1913: 591).  

This tremendous responsibility sparked concern among both men and women who 

became wary of giving women too much responsibility. In her article, published in Good 

Housekeeping in 1912, Mrs. Ashton G.C. Johnson advocated for women’s education on 

motherhood: 

What preparation are the women of today receiving to create the right 
environment, the best atmosphere for the growth and development of the 
child, the future man? We hear much of the value of the woman’s brain in 
guiding the affairs of the state, of her fitness to share in man’s work of 
government, her wisdom in shaping laws to regulate the lives of children, 
but are we not in danger of forgetting that legislation cannot in and of 
itself regenerate society, and that, after all, it is the first early impressions 
which the child receives that mold his after life and plant the seeds of good 
or bad citizenship? (Johnson 1912: 300).   
 

Indeed, it was during this time that a number of schools around the country opened with 

the explicit purpose of educating women on the correct ways to raise children and create 

proper homes. In these schools, girls learned how to cook, do laundry, clean the home, 
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rear children (through tactics like how to swaddle a baby), and how to impart moral 

lessons and religious teachings to their children (Johnson 1912).  

The schools were part of a growing recognition that mothers could not rely solely 

on their ‘maternal instincts,’ and thus, had to be trained as mothers instead.  This idea 

took off in the 1920s, often called the “era of scientific motherhood,” and marked a 

dramatic shift in the mothering narrative. The shift was supported by the advances in 

psychology, “which increasingly defined itself as a ‘science’ of the human psyche” 

(Grant 1998: 41).  With a new confidence in science, physicians claimed that all 

children’s illnesses where due to mothers’ inadequate understanding of proper child-

rearing practices. The new expectation of mothers, then, was that they were constantly up 

to date on the latest scientific advice. In other words, “a ‘good’ mother joined a child 

study club. She kept a childrearing manual by her bedside, charted her child’s physical 

and cognitive development, and monitored her own behavior” (Ladd-Taylor and 

Umanksy 1998: 9).  

The expectation of mothers to be constantly aware of new scientific information 

on the proper ways of child-rearing is demonstrated in the 1913 article in Good 

Housekeeping by Ms. Bennett and Ms. Miller. The article profiles the young mother of 

Jimmie and Jack, Mrs. Benner, as the model mother and wife. First it outlines how she 

became involved in the National Congress of Mothers, how she donated time and money 

to get the program off the ground, and her three year commitment to ensuring the success 

of the program in the years since. Ms. Benner had learned a lot in committing so fully to 

her role as a mother: “always a self-respecting person, she applied her new practical 

knowledge. When a physician addressed the association on diet for growing children, she 
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reconstructed the family menu; when a mother read a paper issued by the health 

department on the deadly menace of the house-fly, she bought screens and a fly-swatter 

and kept the garbage pail covered” (Bennett and Miller 1913: 594). Ms. Benner, the 

model mother, was dedicated to her role; all her efforts and education revolved around 

creating the best home in which to raise her children.  

Another ideology that emerged during this time of scientific motherhood was the 

idea that motherhood was the ultimate fulfillment of women. Involved mothers, like Ms. 

Benner for example, realize “Johnny is her job, and she comes to believe in Johnny, and 

in her job, and in herself. She has no faith in the historic ‘mother-instinct,’ except as it 

moves her to acquire mother-wisdom” (Bennett and Miller 1913: 598). This idea was 

buttressed by Freud’s emerging theories of psychoanalysis, which quickly gained public 

recognition. According to Freud, women reach their full potential (and become sexually 

fulfilled) when they became mothers and “anything a woman did besides motherhood 

potentially endangered her childbearing capacity” (Eyer 1992: 115). This catered to an 

idea at that time that the mother would fulfill her own needs by fulfilling those of her 

children (Eyer 1992).   

The ideology of motherhood is always presented as linked with the space of the 

home. The home was (and continues to be) a place that is nurtured by the mother. Like 

the mother, the home was seen as the anchor of the American family and, therefore, the 

country’s source of success and well-being. As Roosevelt explains in his Address Before 

the National Congress of Mothers speech: “the Nation is in a bad way if there is no real 

home, if the family is not of the right kind” (Roosevelt 1905: 282). He goes on to explain 

that the source of physical, emotional, and intellectual wealth begins in the home:  
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no piled up wealth, no splendor of material growth, no brilliance of artistic 
development, will permanently avail any people unless its home life is 
healthy…unless the average woman is a good wife, a good mother, able 
and willing to perform the first and greatest duty of womanhood 
(Roosevelt 1905: 282)  
 
This quote also demonstrates the natural connection in the minds of Americans 

between mothers and the home. The home is a place of growth if the mother is dedicated 

and diligent in her care of it. A conversation on the challenges of creating a home will 

appear in greater depth in chapter three. Moreover, this quote demonstrates the link 

between womanhood and motherhood. Women were presumably going to be mothers, as 

it was expected that this was their “first and greatest duty.” 

In post-war America, the social discourse stressed the importance of mothers’ 

position in the home, perhaps in response to the influx of women that had left the home in 

order to provide for their families while their husbands were away at war. Dr. Marynia 

Farnham, a psychiatrist, and her colleague, Ferdinand Lundberg, a sociologist published a 

book that claimed that “[women] should devote all her efforts to improving [the home] in 

every way. When she is not tending to the children she should be an amateur interior 

decorator, chef, mender, home nurse, retail buyer” (Lunberg and Farnham 1947: 8). To 

Farnham and Lunberg, social problems could be attributed to mothers who left the home 

(Eyer 1992). Working women could even be blamed for the war, the depression, 

alcoholics, and the sexually promiscuous  (Eyer 1992). Thus, for the safety and prosperity 

of the nation it was imperative women return to the home. The saliency of the home and 

its link to motherhood is important to note for my thesis because prison, as a space, is the 

opposite of the home. It is a place of punishment, sterility, and coldness. 
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This ideology of motherhood was perpetuated through the media, which 

romanticized the family unit and conveyed the home as an idyllic and safe space for 

raising children (Grant 1998). Women were once again constructed as the guardian of the 

home and child and represented peace, safety, and tenderness; they were the protectors of 

everything that was threatened during the war (Eyer 1992). This narrative transitioned 

into the 1950s, the era of “suburban bliss.”  

 A 1996 poll revealed that Americans considered the 1950s the best time for 

children to grow up (Coontz 1997) and is often considered the height of the American 

family.  Voters associated the 1950s with a simpler time “when there were fewer 

complicated choices for kids or parents to grapple with, when there was more 

predictability in how people formed and maintained families, and when there was a 

coherent ‘moral’ order in their community to serve as a reference point for families 

norms” (Coontz 1997: 33). This nostalgia is a result of several factors. Firstly, the 1950s 

represented and is remembered as an era of peace after two brutal decades of economic 

hardship and world turmoil (Coontz 1997). Economic stability was crucial to the 

construction of the family during this time, as it was “first time that the majority of 

Americans could even dream of creating a secure oasis in their immediate nuclear 

families” (Coontz 1997: 35). With this stabilization, “ideals of mothers to have intense 

emotional attachments and moral commitments to their children seemed less 

contradictory” (Hays 1996: 3).  Better wages, fathers back from the war, and the 

construction of the stay-at-home mom, provided families with a new sense of hope about 

the future, especially the opportunities available to children (Coontz 1997).  
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A shift in family focus was also occurring during this era. The family unit no 

longer included extended relatives; instead, the nuclear family became the sole focus 

(Coontz 1997). Mothers devoted all of their time and energy into the home and “were 

discouraged from diluting their wifely and maternal commitments by maintaining 

‘competing’ interests of friends, jobs, or extended family networks’” (Contz 1997: 37). 

Likewise, fathers invested all their money into supporting their families. This nuclear 

family focus solidified the idea that a proper family unit, according to hegemonic 

discourse, consisted of the stay-at-home mom, the breadwinner father, and the well-

behaved children.  

 Media programs perpetuated culturally constructed representations that echoed 

societal expectations of specific family roles. Shows such as Donna Reed, Ozzie and 

Harriet, Leave It to Beaver, and Father Knows Best, portrayed suburban bliss as a vision 

of the cheery and committed stay-at-home mother who welcomed her equally dedicated 

and hard-working husband, both of whom participated in and balanced discipline and 

family fun (Grant 1998). Viewers watched the programs “to see how families were 

suppose to live—and also to get a little reassurance that they were headed in the right 

direction. The sitcoms were simultaneously advertisements, etiquette manuals, and how-

to lessons for a new way of organizing marriage and child raising” (Coontz 1997: 38). In 

this way, media diffused a new ideal that, whether or not it represented an achievable 

reality, set a new precedent for family structure, values, and morals.   

In turn, science came to support the stay-at-home mom. New studies “proved” it 

was essential to the healthy development of children that they bond with their biological 

mother from the moment of they were born. Although studies of bonding appeared in 
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earlier decades, the promotion of mother-infant bonding took off in the 1970s when John 

Kennel and Marshal Klaus, two pediatricians published a study in the New England 

Journal of Medicine. Their study showed  “that mothers having sixteen extra hours of 

contact with their infants right after birth showed better mothering skills and their infants 

did better on developmental tests than mothers and infants who did not have the extra 

contact” (Eyer 1992: 2). These findings ignited a national effort to support mother-infant 

bonding. The idea appeared in mass media, organizations proliferated the studies, and 

hospitals built “special bonding rooms and hospital staff claimed responsibility for 

ensuring that bonding would be accomplished during the hospital stay” (Eyer 1992: 3). 

Mothers that were unable to bond immediately with their children were overwhelmed 

with guilt and the fear that they had impaired the health of their children (Eyer 1992).   

Although by the 1980s, these studies on bonding were dismissed on accounts of 

being poorly conducted, many doctors and social workers continue to see early bonding 

as a means to reduce child abuse (Eyer 1992). Moreover, the idea has continued to 

prosper ideologically; the belief that mother-child bonding can decrease the chance 

developmental of problems in infants and can influence the later well-being of children is 

still widespread (Eyer 1992).  

 The historical development of the “good” mother is crucial in our understanding 

of the contemporary expectations of mothers today because the historical development 

continues to influence present expectations of the “good” mother.  

Contemporary Ideologies of the “Good” Mother  
 

Many of the historical expectations of motherhood have since flourished and 

indicate the expectations of mothers today. Mothers are still seen as “inherently caring 
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and self-sacrificing” (Ferraro 2003: 14), natural, nurturing, and affectionate (Ikemoto 

1997). In addition, mothers are seen as the protectors of childhood innocence by 

constructing a space (presumably the home) that is secure from outside dangers (Hays 

1996). As feminist Ann Oakley articulated in the 1970s, a contemporary Euroamerican 

ideology of motherhood rests “on three beliefs: ‘that all women need to be mothers, that 

all mothers need their children and that all children need their mothers.’ Each of these 

beliefs is made plausible by the social and cultural conditioning that impel women to 

become mothers” (Glenn 1994: 11). These ideals can only be achieved by what Sharon 

Hays has deemed as the “intensive mother.” Intensive mothering is based on the belief 

that “the methods of appropriate child rearing are construed as child-centered, expert-

guided, emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially expensive” (Hays 1996: 

8). These criteria make up the hegemonic expectations of mothers. Implied in these 

criteria are the mother’s physical and emotional proximity to their children; that a mother 

must be both physically and emotionally present and invested. This concept of proximity 

is a key component to my thesis because the lack of physical (and thus, a presumed 

emotional distance) closeness to their children is one of the biggest challenges prison 

mothers face.  

The good mothering ideology is present in contemporary scholarly articles and 

perpetuated in common discourse and the media. In her ethnography on prison mothers, 

Jane Siegel discusses how the incarceration of mothers is particularly harmful to children 

precisely because mothers represent safety, affection and a “love that children are unable 

to duplicate elsewhere” (Siegel 2011: 137). She claims that mothers have a crucial role in 

the shaping of their kids because they act as role models for them (Siegel 2011). This 

 21 



discourse in anthropological works such as Siegel’s demonstrates the saliency of the 

ideology of motherhood even today.  

Media played a crucial role in shaping the representations of the American family 

in 1950s, and it continues to be a critical contributor to the construction and circulation of 

the good mothering narrative. A recent People Magazine article on the horrible 

consequences of bullying stated in the first line a disclaimer: “[mother] Tricia Norman 

did what she thought loving and attentive parents were supposed to do” (Westfall 2013: 

83). A recent cover of Life & Style featured a picture of a scantily dressed Kim 

Kardashian with the headline: “Act Like a Mom Already!” The subheading read: “three 

months after giving birth, Kim leaves her baby 6,000 miles away for wild parties, trashy 

parties, and fashion shows” (Hollywood Gossip 2013).  This example demonstrates the 

power of the media to create and/or perpetuate a specific construction that dictates what 

“good” mothers are suppose to do (or in this case what not to do). Moreover, this public 

criticism demonstrates that the expectations of mothering is not only prominent, but also 

that those who deviate from it are instantly, and in the case of celebrities, publicly, 

deemed “bad.”  

Perhaps the reason the mothering narrative is so widespread is because 

motherhood has become an institutionalized and highly coveted social status in the 

United States. In their 2003 study of incarcerated women Ferraro and Moe found that 

many women they interviewed “viewed the facts of their motherhood as a potential 

source of social acceptance. At a deeper level, many women indicated that their links to 

their children were central to their selfhood. Children were extensions of their own 

identities” (Ferraro 2003: 33-34). Historically, children have been closely linked with 
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women’s identities: “feminist historians have uncovered the historical specificity of the 

construction of mothering as women’s primary and exclusive identity” (Glenn 1994: 14). 

Perhaps, the fact that children and women are so often linked in contemporary discourse 

exacerbates the guilt that many incarcerated mothers experience. While not all 

incarcerated mothers internalize the negative stigma against them, some find it difficult to 

reconcile competing identities of “mother” and “felon” (Stringer 2012). Incarcerated 

mothers’ self perceptions are discussed in more depth in the following chapter.  

The Development of the “Bad” Mother: A Historical Analysis  
 
In Theodore Roosevelt’s address before the national congress on the welfare of children, 
he stated: “there are many good people who are denied the supreme blessing of children, 
and for these we have the respect and sympathy…but to the…woman who deliberately 
foregoes these blessings, whether from viciousness, coldness, shallow-heartedness, self-
indulgence…merits contempt” (Roosevelt 1905: 288).  
 
 Parallel to the “good” mother narrative is that of the “bad” mother. By and large, 

“bad” mothers included those who diverged from the ideals of the good mothering 

narrative. Unsurprisingly, given the level of time, energy, and money expected of “good” 

mothers, many women did not fit this ideal. Generally speaking, white, middle-class, 

women were and continue to be most likely to achieve “good” mothering expectations 

(Ikemoto 1997). This is largely due to the fact that “their educational attainments and 

identification with the professional classes, [made] such women…more susceptible to 

and interested in the findings of the child sciences” (Grant 1998: 78).  

 However, the making of the “bad” mother is a more layered and complex 

construction than just those that didn’t abide by contemporary expectations of “good” 

mothers. Rather, the “bad” mother is a social construction with a rich history that is 

reflective of the state and politicians’ active role in shaping construction.  
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 As early as the eighteenth century, it was believed the mothers who produced 

societies’ failures (criminals, troublemakers, and other “unproductive” members of 

society [Ladd-Taylor and Umanksy 1998]) were those that did not take their 

responsibility as “mother” seriously. Lydia Maria Child, a women’s right activist in the 

nineteenth century, wrote: “the woman who is not willing to sacrifice a good deal in such 

a cause, does not deserve to be a mother’” (Child 1831: 15-16). These beliefs were spread 

at a national level (Theodore Roosevelt’s quote, which opened the section, was stated in a 

congressional address) and not only validated the government’s endorsements of state 

projects such as sterilization, but also led “good mothers” to create a rhetoric that blamed 

“bad” mothers. In turn, this narrative fostered a sense of shame among those deemed 

“bad” mothers.  

The emergence of the Social Darwinism in the 1920s gave the construction of the 

“bad” mother new momentum for “it established a hierarchy of races in which only 

women of Anglo-Saxon or northern European origin could be truly ‘good’ mothers” 

(Ladd-Taylor and Umansky 1998: 9). It was believed that only those at the top of the 

social hierarchy could be trusted with the responsibility of raising the nation’s future 

leaders.  That is, “women at the top of the evolutionary ladder were at least granted the 

possibility of being good mothers. Mothers of the so-called lesser races inevitably 

produced inferior offspring, no matter what they did” (Ladd-Taylor and Umansky 1998: 

10).  

 This belief resulted in the most astonishing anti-mother laws of the twentieth 

century: sterilization laws. By 1939, over thirty-three thousand people, most of whom 

were women, were sterilized on account of insanity or “feeblemindedness” (Ladd Taylor 

 24 



and Umansky 1998). Since feeblemindedness is highly ambiguous, women were 

primarily evaluated on their ability to be good mothers (Ladd-Taylor and Umansky 

1998). Mothers who suffered from poverty, relied on welfare, or had children out of 

wedlock were considered “bad” and stripped of continued right to produce children 

(Ladd-Taylor and Umanksy 1998).  In other words, sterilization was applied “to curtail 

the rate of population growth among a particular class or ethnic group because they are 

considered, in eugenic terms, a social burden, and therefore, should not procreate” (Lopez 

1993: 306). For this reason, sterilization was most prevalent among poor women of color 

(Lopez 1993). Who was considered to fit the criteria to be sterilized was not only highly 

subjective, but also mandated by outside authorities who were supposedly operating 

under the “for the greater good principal.”    

 Following Social Darwinism and in the midst of sterilization (which continued into 

the 1960s), post-World War II America returned to the eighteenth century custom of 

blaming the “bad” mother—which consisted of “the rejecting mother, the over solicitous 

or overprotective mother, the dominating mother, and the over affectionate mother—[for 

producing] half the nation’s children, and all its delinquents, criminals, and alcoholics” 

(Ladd-Taylor and Umanksy 1998: 13). In this way, “bad” mothers were a convenient 

scapegoat for the country’s problems.  

In the 1960s, this belief was reiterated in Patrick Moynihan’s 1965 report titled 

“The Negro Family: The Case for National Action.” In his report, Moynihan, placed the 

American family at the heart of the country’s well-being. He states, “the family is the 

basic social unit of American life; it is the basic socializing unit. By and large, adult 

conduct in society is learned as a child” (Moynihan 1965). As a result, the country’s 
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social, political, and economic success were attributed to family stability and the 

country’s problems were blamed on the families that were outside ideals (Katzman 

1998).   

Since the ideals of motherhood were only achievable by the economic and social 

elite, the construction of the “bad” mother, which was historically supported by Social 

Darwinism and fears of the “other,” was highly racialized. For example, “there were 

tremendous hostility to people who could be defined as ‘others’: Jews, African 

Americans, Puerto Ricans, the poor, gays or lesbians” (Coontz 1997: 39).   

Moynihan’s report was particularly influential in the racialized construction of the 

“bad” mother as he targeted the black single mother as the source many of America’s 

shortcomings (lecture February 17, 2012). In his report he states, “the white family has 

achieved a high degree of stability and is maintaining that stability. By contrast, the 

family structure of lower class Negroes is highly unstable, and in many urban centers is 

approaching complete breakdown” (Moynihan 1965). This perceived “breakdown” rested 

on the rising number of “illegitimate” births, female-headed households, and poverty 

rates among black populations (Moynihan 1965). Moynihan states, “nearly One-Quarter 

of Negro Births are now Ilegitimiate” [sic], 25% of negro families are headed by females 

and “the majority of Negro children receive public assistance under the AFDC program 

at one point of another in their childhood” (Moynihan 1965).   

Moynihan goes on to argue that it is the lack of the male figure-head in families 

that causes many young boys to act out (lecture February 17, 2012). Sara McLanahan and 

Gary Sandefur later revisited this idea in their 1994 book. They drew upon four 

longitudinal data sets to examine how poverty and single parenthood effected the 
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behavior of children (Wilson 2009). They found that poverty and single parenthood were 

detrimental to children, especially boys. They state: “boys were twice as likely to drop 

out of school and were more likely to be idle on the street corner than boys in two-parent 

families. Girls were twice as likely to become unmarried teenage mothers compared with 

girls in two-parent families” (Wilson 2009: 31). Such studies created a fear of single 

parenthood (especially of single mothers since single parenting was more common 

among mothers than fathers). Moreover, since single motherhood drew on Moynihan’s 

idea of the crumbling black family, the epitome of the “bad” mother was the poor single 

black mom.   

Contemporary Ideologies of the “Bad” Mother 
 
 Just as the historical development of the good mothering narrative influences the 

contemporary expectations of good mothers, so too does the historical development of 

the bad mother continue to influence the construction of the bad mother that exists today. 

The contemporary construction of the bad mother relies heavily on the narrative of Social 

Darwinism and the Moynihan Report that maintained the belief that some mothers, 

especially those that were women of color and suffered from poverty, were not fit to be 

adequate mothers. 

Intensive mothering remains a standard that few women can achieve: “the ability 

to mother one’s children according to social expectations and personal desires depends 

ultimately on one’s access to the resources of time, money, health, and social support” 

(Ferraro 2003: 14). By and large, this means that it is middle-class, white, heterosexual 

women continue to represent ideal mothers (Ferrero 2003; Ikemoto 1997).  
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Thus, easily identifiable characteristics of “bad” mothers became poverty and 

race. In his essay, “Furthering the inquiry: Race, class, and culture in the forced medical 

treatment of pregnant women,” Ikemoto states that the “bad” mom:  

has little education…she is unsophisticated, easily influenced by simple 
religious dogma. She is pregnant because of promiscuity and 
irresponsibility. She is hostile to authority even though the state has good 
intentions. She is unreliable. She is ignorant and foreign. She does not 
know what is best…these assumed characteristics are particular to 
stereotypes of poor women of color. So, what goes unsaid is that she is 
Black, she is Hispanic; she is Asian; and she is poor (Ikemoto 1997: 140).  
 

Poverty is perhaps most correlated to the construction of “bad” mothers. A lack of 

resources leads mothers into the work force where many obtain temporary, low-wage 

jobs, and are forced to balance working with the mediating, scheduling, organizing, and 

guiding that goes along with child-rearing. While “their identities and choices may 

revolve around their children…the conditions in which they labor to nurture, protect, and 

educate their children are determined by others in increasingly miserly ways” (Ferraro 

2003: 15).  

As of 2000, 40 percent of U.S. single mothers lived below or at the poverty level 

(Ferrero 2003). This fact contributes heavily to the discourse around the “undeserving 

poor” and the ideology of the “Welfare Queen.” These two narratives have become 

interchangeable with the construction of the bad mother. Both ideas stem from Oscar 

Lewis’ idea of the culture of poverty, which emerged in the 1960s, and stated that the 

poor had adopted an attitude of laziness. This theory claimed that “poor people, because 

they have accumulated very little, are presumed not to possess the same work ethic as 

those who are materially successful, and the rest of society assigns them a low societal 

value” (Harvard Law Review 1994: 2015). Moreover, the belief that the poor relied on 
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welfare programs in order to survive fueled animosity towards disadvantaged populations 

as it implied that they lived off of the hard work of mainstream society. What was even 

worse, according to the belief, was that this attitude of slothfulness, idleness, and 

freeloading, was then passed onto the poor’s children, creating cycles of dependent 

generations.  

 Not all poor people were considered “undeserving.” The undeserving were those 

that were part of the “underclass.” “Underclass” was:    

a behavioral term invented by journalists and social scientists to describe 
the poor people who are accused, rightly or wrongly, of failing to behave 
in the ‘mainstream’ ways of the numerically or culturally dominant 
American middle class. This behavioral definition denominates poor 
people who drop out of school, do not work, and, if they are young 
women, have babies without benefit of marriage, and go on welfare. The 
behavioral underclass also includes the homeless, beggars, and 
panhandlers, poor addicts to alcohol or drugs, and street criminals (Gans 
1995: 2)  
 

Once again, expectations of the “good” American citizen acted as a guide, not only for 

one’s own actions, but also as way to distinguish from those that do not follow them.  

 The epitome of the undeserving poor is the “Welfare Queen.” The Welfare Queen 

refers to women who are seen as antithetical to the American dream—a construction that 

not only emphasizes the importance of hard work, but also proper family values like 

marriage and dual parenting since it was believed that these women continued to have 

children out-of-wedlock in order to receive more welfare benefits (Harvard Law Review 

1994).  

 Race became another identifying factor of “bad” mothers. Since the majority of 

the poor and those participating in the welfare system were black populations, “the public 

identity of the ‘welfare queen’ is the indigent version of the Black matriarch controlling 
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image, a dominant mother responsible for the moral degeneracy of America” (Hancock 

2003: 33). The idea of the Welfare Queen harkens back to the Moynihan’s rhetoric of 

blaming black single mothers who, as he cites, are more likely to suffer from poverty 

than white co-parents. Like the narrative of the “good” mother, the discourse on the 

“undeserving poor” and the “Welfare Queen” was highly proliferated through the media 

in newspapers like the New York Times and magazines like Time (Gans 1995: 13).  

 An understanding of the social constructs of the “undeserving poor” and the 

“Welfare Queen” is relevant and important to the topic of incarcerated mothers. This is 

because as criminals, young moms, and people living outside conventional life paths, 

incarcerated mothers not only deviate from the narrative of good mothering, but their 

label as “bad” also stems from the belief that they come from an “undeserving” 

communities.  

Government Efforts to Solve the Problem of the “Bad” Mother  

 Historically, the state has endorsed efforts to solve the problem of “bad” mothers. 

These efforts began with outreach programs to disadvantaged populations. In the 1920s, 

welfare clinics were made more available to low-income women and distributed 

resources like bacteria-free milk (Grant 1998). These clinics sponsored “better baby” 

contests that rewarded those mothers who produced the healthiest babies as a result of 

properly following the latest scientific information (Grant 1998). In the 1930s, parent 

educators felt it was their moral obligation to create educational outreach programs that 

preached correct rearing styles to the misinformed poor populations (Grant 1998).  

Another way the State sought to solve the problem of the “bad” mother was to 

define who was a “bad” mother and remove children from their custody, thereby 
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stripping these women of their role as mothers. Even as early as the 1860s, if the mother 

was deemed “unfit” then the state was seen as the next best option and automatically 

assumed responsibility of the child. Thus, “ideas about parental fitness, combined with 

ideas about true womanhood, placed all parents, but especially mothers, at the mercy of 

judicial assessments of their capacity as child-rearers” (Ladd-Taylor and Umansky 1998: 

8). Likewise, “the 1935 Social Security Act, which made mothers’ pensions into a 

national program, permitted states to deny welfare payments to mothers who did not 

provide a ‘suitable home’” (Ladd-Taylor and Umanksy 1998: 12).  

Finally, in the early 1900s there arose a new movement that advocated for the 

building of women reformatories. These reformatories, “were based on the ideals of ‘true 

womanhood’ [which] included religious uplift, an acquisition of domestic skills, and the 

ability to confine women…until she was judged to be morally fit to reenter society” 

(O’Brian 2001: 3). These reformatories set the standard that “bad” women (and therefore 

“bad” mothers) could be taught out of their ways through a structured program of proper 

education.  Prison was seen as the optimal opportunity for this reeducation. The potential 

of prison to be a transformative space for its inmates is an idea that I will return to in 

chapter three.  

Concluding Thoughts  

 Hegemonic narratives are powerful forces that are often accepted as natural and 

true, and therefore exist unrecognized as a social construction. The purpose of this 

section was, therefore, to shed light on the contemporary expectations of “good” mothers 

and creation of the “bad” mother and how they have deep roots within American culture. 

However, it must be remembered that “good” and “bad” mothers are social constructions 
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that are endorsed by the state, the media, and by society at large. The incarcerated 

mothers whose comments opened this section reveal just how prevasive the narratives 

can be and how they can be used to measure one’s own position within society. However, 

as I will demonstrate in the next chapter, these narratives are greatly complicated when 

we think of them in relation to incarcerated mothers.  
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Chapter Two: Relating the Construction of “Bad” Mothers to Prison Populations  

 The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the relationship between the construction 

of the “bad” mother and incarcerated populations. While there is nothing inherent in this 

relationship, “bad” mothers and prison women are linked in the minds of many 

Americans. Perhaps this is because incarcerated mothers are “bad” many times over as 

they have not only deviated from the normal, socially accepted behavior of mothers by 

engaging in criminal activities leading to incarceration and, as a result, have “abandoned” 

their children, but because they also fit many of the criteria defining the “Welfare Queen” 

and “undeserving” populations. Prison mothers often come from poor communities and 

troubled backgrounds involving poverty, families with single parents, the foster care 

system, violence, or abuse (Moe 2006; Siegel 2011; Mapson 2013). And, as a result of 

the conditions of hypersegregation and the feminization and racialization of poverty, they 

are also often women of color (Mapson 2013). Broadly, incarcerated mothers are 

considered “bad” because they are believed to be emotionally and physically distant from 

their children and therefore cannot fulfill the criteria of good mothers.  

 Still, the lived experiences and realities of incarcerated mothers complicate and 

cast doubt on the belief that these women are bad. In fact, as I will demonstrate with the 

stories of incarcerated women, many incarcerated mothers commit criminal acts out of 

desperation to provide for their families. In trying to provide food, shelter, and provisions 

for their children, these mothers are acting how “good” mothers are suppose to act. 

However, the marginalized positions of these mothers make the expectations of “good” 

mothers unattainable.    
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 To reconcile the pressures of being “good” mothers and coping with their 

realities, I present the theory of structural violence, a system that victimizes these women 

and demonstrates that their label as “bad” mothers is misleading. In showing that these 

women suffer from discrimination against gender, race, and the injustices that accompany 

poverty, my intentions are neither to imply that they are passive victims nor to negate that 

they have, indeed, committed crimes. However, the nuances demonstrated in the real 

lives of these women are often forgotten in dominant discourse.  

 Ethnographic studies by anthropologists presented throughout my thesis such as 

Jane Siegel (who discussed the lives of incarcerated women), Iris Lopez (who examined 

reproductive rights among Puerto Rican women in New York), Philippe Bourgois (who 

presented the marginalized position of women in the Puerto Rican Barrio), and João 

Vargas (who lived among black women living in the projects in L.A.) describe the ways 

in which urban minority women face discrimination that impedes their ability to join and 

contribute to mainstream society. I hope to join the anthropological discussion of 

structural oppression by providing insight into the lives of incarcerated mothers to 

demonstrate the complex nuances of urban minority women and to caution readers 

against accepting narratives of “good” and “bad” mothers at face value.  

 I close the chapter with considering how these women view themselves in relation 

to the “bad” mother construction. As shown in chapter one, these women are acutely 

aware of the narratives of the “good” and “bad” mother. However, despite the label of 

“bad” imposed upon them from outside society, there were a wide variety of responses 

when mothers discussed their relative position to the narrative. Asking the women 

themselves about how they experience normative social values is important because it 

 34 



further challenges the idea that society’s labels and personal identities are always in 

agreement.  

How Prison Moms Become “Bad” Mothers  

 As mentioned in chapter one, poverty and being marked as a racial minority are 

two of the most common characteristics used to identify individuals as potentially “bad” 

mothers and “undeserving” (Gans 1995). These two features often come together among 

female prison populations-–most incarcerated mothers come from impoverished 

communities and families (Moe 2006) and are disproportionately minority women (The 

Sentencing Project). This can, in part, be explained by the feminization of poverty, which 

marked a decrease in the incomes earned by female headed households (Pearce 1978). As 

of 2012, 40.9% of female-headed families suffered from poverty, “nearly 87% higher 

than that of male-headed households” (Gould 2012). Indeed, in her ethnography on 

incarcerated mothers and their children, Siegel found that “virtually all the 

children…interviewed following their mother’s arrest were living in low-income 

households, not surprising given that low incomes are far more prevalent among female-

headed or even single male-headed households than in two parent families” (Siegel 2011: 

45).  

 Moreover, the feminization of poverty “suggests that a rise in poverty rates, along 

with fewer public subsidies for the poor, has contributed to women’s increasing 

involvement in economically based crime such as forgery, counterfeiting, fraud, and 

embezzlement” (Moe 2006: 136-137). This theory is supported by statistics on the 

criminal activity of women: “for women held in state prison violent (57%) offenders 

were less likely than drug (63%), property (65%), and public order (65%) offenders to be 
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a mother” [sic] (Glaze 2008: 4). The link between poverty and desperate acts of crime is 

explored later in this chapter by the women themselves, who often see their acts as 

justifiable because they represent the only way they could provide for themselves and 

their children.  

 Decades of social science research, particularly in urban settings, shows that 

poverty disproportionately affects minority groups (Marcartney 2013). A recent survey, 

“Poverty Rates for Selected Detailed Race and Hispanic Groups by State and Place,” 

conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau, shows that 14.3 percent (42.7 million people) live 

in poverty in the United States (Macartney et al. 2013). Of this population living in 

poverty, 11.6 percent were White (Macartney et al. 2013). Of the people living in 

poverty, the highest poverty rates (about 10 or more percentage points higher than the 

overall national rate of poverty) were among African Americans (25.8 percent) and 

American Indians (27.0 percent) (Macartney et al. 2013) despite the fact that these 

populations make up just 13.1 percent and 1.2 percent of the total population respectively 

(U.S. Census Bureau). Likewise, of the people living in poverty, the Hispanic poverty 

rate was about 23.2 percent, “about 9 percentage points higher than the overall U.S. rate” 

(Macartney et al. 2013), despite the fact that they make just 16.9 percent of the 

population (U.S. Census Bureau). These statistics reflect the magnitude poverty among 

these minority populations, demonstrating just how disproportionately these populations 

are effected.  

 Hyper-segregation, white flight, the loss of manufacturing jobs, and “the 

disproportionate effects of economic restructuring and deindustrialization on 

communities of color” (Vargas 2006: 35) contribute to concentrated poverty among 
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minorities in inner cities (Massey 1989; Vargas 2006). White flight, in particular 

contributes a diminished tax base and a deflation of the housing market, which leads to 

the lack of funding for community based amenities such as schools, libraries, theaters, 

parks, and neighborhood organizations (Massey 1989). The dismal economic state of the 

inner city combined with racism, sexism and classism coalesce to create a layered system 

of institutional oppression. In his ethnography on Black populations in Los Angeles, João 

Vargas describes how inner city inhabitants are “faced with chronic unemployment” 

(Vargas 2006: 12), which leads many residents to a life of crime and drugs as it “provides 

an opportunity for remuneration as well as an entry into a seemingly supportive social 

world” (Vargas 2006: 12).  

 The elements of discrimination which contribute to a cycle of poverty means that   

the persistently depressed inner city can only be deciphered once the 
multitude effects of joblessness, gang involvement, and the justice system 
are analyzed within the historical framework or institutionalized racism, 
segregated racism, segregation massive immigration into the inner city, 
and income and wealth concentration (Vargas 2006: 14). 
 

Such a life of poverty, crime, and drugs is why Vargas describes inner city populations as 

facing an “imminent death” (Vargas 2006: 12), forced to live a significantly lower quality 

of life than those in the suburbs (Massey 1989).  

 Poverty in inner cities appears differently than it does elsewhere. Vargas describes 

how space shapes inner city life:  

…social class remains a perpetual source of tension within Black 
communities. Because Blacks continue to be segregated, social distance 
does not produce spatial distance. South Central Los Angelos exemplifies 
this phenomenon paradigmatically. Clashing notions about politics, public 
space, and social mores become expressed in vehement ways that would 
perhaps not be as intense were it not for forced proximity (Vargas 2006: 
16).  
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Condensed space, racism, classism, sexism—these are the factors that shape the lives of 

those who live in the inner city. They are used to exclude inhabitants from mainstream 

society and because these factors are based around race and gender, minorities are the 

affected the most.  

  The fact that minorities are disproportionately affected by the factors that can lead 

to criminal activity is reflected in statistics on prison populations.  According to The 

Sentencing Project, the lifetime likelihood of imprisonment in either federal or state 

prisons for all women is one in fifty six. However, for white women, just one in one 

hundred eleven are incarcerated. In comparison, one in eighteen black women and one in 

forty five Hispanic women will be incarcerated (The Sentencing Project).  

One of the principal fears of researchers of incarcerated populations is that the 

children of incarcerated mothers, who often experience similar discrimination and come 

from impoverished communities, will follow their parents’ footsteps and lead a life of 

crime. This assumption is based off of one social construction (as mentioned in chapter 

one) that positions the mother as the principle role model for her children: “parents are a 

key determinant of the nature of the forces that help mold a child, because children’s 

lives are inextricably interwoven with those of their parents” (Siegel 2011: 12). This 

social belief can cause a frenzy of concern among researchers, who assert that “over time, 

a considerable amount of evidence has shown that parental criminality does indeed 

increase the likelihood of deviance in their children, making it difficulty to disentangled 

the effect of a parent’s incarceration from that of the parent’s criminal behavior” (Siegel 

2011: 7). Moreover, because minorities are disproportionately represented in prison 
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populations, studies suggest that minority children with incarcerated parents are more 

likely to go to jail:   

 due to the overrepresentation of minorities in the prison population, 6.7 
percent of African American children have a parent who is incarcerated, a 
rate that is seven and a half times greater than that for white children, and 
Hispanic children experience parental incarceration at nearly three times 
that rate than white children do (Siegel 2011: 4) 

 
A further discussion on the concern that children will follow their parents is presented in 

chapter three, but it is worth mentioning here because minority children are considered 

particularly at-risk for criminal activity because systems of oppression disproportionately 

affect minority populations.  

The third way mothers are considered bad is their physical and emotional distance 

from their children that results from their incarceration. As I will discuss in the 

subsequent chapters, incarcerated mothers are often located over a hundred miles from 

their families, making frequent visits nearly impossible. Instead, mothers usually 

communicate through brief phone calls and mail. As evident by the narratives presented 

in the following sections, their physical distance often means that these mothers are 

excluded from much of the happenings at home, missing out on important events in their 

children’s lives. In turn, mothers have expressed that they often do not hold a moral 

position of guidance and feel excluded from critical life decisions. As the mother-child 

relationship is often defined by hugs and kisses, comforting and scolding talks, and 

impromptu activities, the physical and emotional distance of mothers is believed to 

threaten their relationship with their children.  

Finally, prison mothers are often considered unfit mothers because they have 

committed crimes. Incarceration is most relevant to my thesis as it unites all prison 
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mothers mentioned in this paper. However, evaluating a person’s character based on a 

criminal status is problematic for several reasons. Fundamentally, these external factors 

demonstrate that incarceration is often not because of personal faults, but rather because 

of the larger structures that shape individual actions. However, such factors are often 

over-looked by mainstream society who instead tend to believe that poor minority women 

are “Welfare Queens” whose bad decisions reflect “bad” mothering skills. The rest of this 

chapter will demonstrate that criminal activity is inextricable from the greater suffering of 

these women. 

Structural Violence: Complicating the Construction of “Bad” Moms  

“It is one thing to make sense of extreme suffering—a universal activity, surely—and 
quite another to explain it” (Farmer 2009: 20).  
 
 “The poor are not only more likely to suffer; they are also more likely to have their 
suffering silenced” (Farmer 2009: 25). 
 
 My thesis joins the anthropological discussions on structural violence and its 

effects on disadvantaged populations.  Before demonstrating how many incarcerated 

women are victims of structural violence, I use previous anthropological works and 

writings to both explain the theory of structural violence and to discuss why this idea is 

fundamental to both anthropology and incarcerated mothers.      

 Paul Farmer asserts that suffering is universal to all humans (Farmer 2009). 

However, the severity and the prevalence of suffering is unequally distributed, a fact that 

usually goes unrecognized: “one of the unfortunate sequelae of identity politics has been 

the obscuring of structural violence, which metes out injuries of vastly different severity” 

(Farmer 2009: 25). The fact that some populations are more likely to suffer more than 

others demonstrates that suffering is power laden.  

 40 



To understand this power, anthropologists look beyond individual stories of 

suffering to broader systems of oppression. As Farmer explains: “to explain suffering one 

must embed individual biography in the larger matrix of culture, history, and political 

economy” (Farmer 1996: 272). Anthropologists use the theory of structural violence to 

explain how personal mobility is restrained through an institutional system of oppression.  

The most dominant institutionalized forces that oppress are gender, race, and 

poverty (Farmer 2009). Anthropologists have measured the effects of each of these axes 

of structural violence on specific populations. For example, anthropologists Michelle 

Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere examine gender as a universal oppressive force. In their 

combined work in feminist anthropology, they discuss how it is the job of the 

anthropologist to question what is often mistaken as the natural inferiority of women 

(Rosaldo 1974). They write “for the most part, scholars have taken for granted a view of 

women as passive sexual objects, as devoted mothers, and as dutiful wives” (Rosaldo 

1974: 1). In their collection of feminist essays, which presents ethnographic examples of 

women’s social roles around the world, Rosaldo and Lamphere make the case for 

universal subordination of women. Although since critiqued for essentializing women’s 

roles across cultures, their work paved the way for a discussion of cultural expectations 

of women related to patriarchy and sexism. Their book demonstrates that in cultures 

across the world gender forces women into inferior statuses (Rosaldo 1974).  

Anthropologists have also documented race as a system of oppression in the 

United States. In their research, Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton demonstrate how the 

hypersegregation of black communities leads to their isolation from “amenities, 

opportunities, and resources that effect social and economic well-being” (Massey 1989: 
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373). In turn, segregation of black populations perpetuates and reinforces urban poverty 

by “severing the link between social and spatial mobility that other groups historically 

had used to work themselves up the socioeconomic hierarchy over time” (Massey 2012: 

41).  

Likewise, Philippe Bourgois’ work among the Puerto Ricans living in New York 

demonstrates how race is a powerful oppressive force. Bourgois lived in East Harlem, 

also known as “El Barrio” from 1985 to 1990 where he documented the structural 

oppression experienced by the Puerto Ricans living in New York City. His focused on 

their substance abuse, he explains “is merely a symptom—and a vivid symbol—of deeper 

dynamics of social marginalization and alienation” (Bourgois 2002: 2).  For example, 

Philippe Bourgois’ ethnography, which relies on participation observation and personal 

interviews, demonstrates the economic, political, and racial prejudice that impedes the 

acceptance of “Nuyoricans” (Puerto Ricans of New York) mainstream society (Bourgois 

2002). In response to their desperate situations, Nuyoricans, much like incarcerated 

mothers, are forced to survive through “alternative income-generating strategies” and the 

reliance on the underground economy, which remains “enormous, uncensused, and 

untaxed” (Bourgois 2002: 3). Usually such strategies involve the selling and trading of 

drugs. Also as in the case of incarcerated women, Nuyoricans’ actions, which connect 

them to illegal activity and violence, further cements mainstream society’s fear, distrust, 

and dislike of them. And so goes the cycle of structural oppression. Massey and 

Bourgois’ research demonstrates how social institutions can use race to systematically 

oppress an entire population for generations.     
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More often than not, the axis of gender, race, and poverty act together, making 

sufferers of structural violence victims many times over. Iris Lopez documents how 

gender, poverty, and race worked to limit the agency of Puerto Rican women living in 

New York. Her research studied the relationship between structural violence and state 

mandated sterilization. She found that while many women in her study elected to be 

sterilized, this “choice” was undermined by the fact that “many women feel they had no 

other viable alternative but to opt for, or accept sterilization” (Lopez 1993: 317). 

Likewise, anthropologist Paul Farmer documented the story shared by many young 

women during his research on poverty in Haiti:   

 [these girls] were driven to Port-au-Prince by the lure of an escape from 
the harshest poverty; once in the city, each worked as a domestic, none 
managed to find financial security. The women interviewed were straight 
forward about the nonvoluntary aspect of their sexual activity: in their 
opinions, they had been driven into unfavorable unions by poverty 
(Farmer 2009: 19).  
 

Lopez and Farmer’s examples are particularly relevant to my thesis because women in 

their examples, not unlike incarcerated mothers, demonstrate how their limited agency, 

lack of resources, and position as poor women leads them to seek dangerous and 

problematic alternatives in order to provide for themselves and their families.  

The purpose of presenting the works above is to establish the anthropological 

conversation about the intersections of race, gender, and poverty and demonstrate that 

they can be forces of oppression. Moreover, I want to use this foundation to show how 

my research and analysis will join the discussion. Indeed, gender, poverty, and race are 

all applicable to incarcerated women, which means that these women often face a trifecta 

of structural violence. As an anthropologist writing this thesis, I hope to use the stories of 

incarcerated women to contribute to anthropological critiques of essentialized notions of 
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“the poor” propagated by political pundits and mainstream media. I want to complicate 

dominant ideologies by showing how “local understandings are…embedded, in turn, in 

the larger-scale historical system of which the fieldwork site is a part…[these are] the 

social and economic forces that dictate life choices” (Farmer 2009: 20). 

The Realities of “Bad” Mothers: Presenting the Statistics  

“All studies indicate that women in prison are young, single, economically 
disadvantaged, and disproportionately minority. Women in prison are usually there for 
drug offenses and/or property crimes—usually larceny” (Pollock 2003: 132). 
 
 The statistics of female incarcerated populations reflect that these women suffer 

from consequences of structural violence such as sexism, racism, chronic unemployment, 

and poverty. This is because they often come from troubled homes, have suffered 

physical and emotional abuse, and have turned to a life of crime for lack of other 

alternatives. However, portraying these women as merely victims would be to undermine 

their agency. Like Philippe Bourgois and his work with marginalized Puerto Ricans, it is 

my task to create an understanding for my readers of the greater structures that force 

these women to commit desperate acts. I use this as a framework to help explain, rather 

than excuse, the actions of incarcerated women. In doing so, I hope to maintain the 

autonomy of these women while also establishing an understanding of their hardships.  

The oppressive role of gender is certainly at play in the victimization of these 

women as indicated by the high rates of abuse found among inmate women:  

…nearly 8 out of every 10 female offenders with a mental illness report 
having been physically or sexually abused…A 1994 study of women in 
U.S. jails found that approximately 22 percent had been diagnosed with 
post traumatic stress disorder…another study found that nearly 80 percent 
of female prisoners had experienced some form of abuse either as children 
or as adults (Covington 2003: 79).  
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Many studies have also noted that much of the abuse has come from people the women 

know, perhaps making the abuse even more difficult to bear: many women “have 

experienced prior abuse by male friends and relatives, have childhood experience that 

included substance abuse by parents, have been sexually abused as children, and suffer 

with personal stress, trauma, and fear in many stages in their lives” (Radosh 2002: 305). 

Gender prejudice also acts as an oppressive force when it comes to 

sentencing:  

Studies of sentencing, for example, have indicated women were sentenced 
longer than men for the same offense because it often appeared to judges 
that female offenders were ‘worse’ than male offenders. Only a few 
women, by comparison to men, engaged in crime, which implied that such 
behavior by women was an especially abhorrent anonmaly to typical 
‘female behavior’ (Radosh 2002: 307).  
 

These studies and Radosh’s insight indicate that women are harshly judged for 

diverging from what proper women and “good” mothers are supposed to do. The 

fact that women who deviate from the expectations of their gender suffer more 

than men demonstrates how gender can be a particularly oppressive force.   

 Poverty also oppresses incarcerated women. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, 

poverty is widespread among incarcerated women, putting them in desperate situations. 

Moreover, these women are often uneducated and unskilled—characteristics of poverty 

that result from urban flight, hypersegregation, and alienation from good schools and 

community based organizations—which makes it difficult for them to get a job (Radosh 

2002).   

Race, as an oppressive force, is also at work, as indicated by the disproportionate 

number of women of color in jail. In her article, Mapson paints the picture of an average 

adult female offender:   
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[she] is a minority between the ages of 25 and 29 who before arrest was a 
single parent living with one to three children. She comes from a single-
parent or broken home. About half of their other family members are 
incarcerated, which includes 54% of her brothers and sisters. She dropped 
out of high school, is unemployed, is likely to have been the victim of 
sexual assault, began using alcohol or drugs between the ages of 13 and 14 
(Mapson 2013: 173).  
 

 These factors demonstrate that most of the crimes committed by women are a result of 

greater structural oppression, economic desperation, and “and marginalized social 

opportunity” (Radosh 2002: 302). These desperate situations breeds crime:  

crime is produced by factors that are out of the control of the individual, 
such as political, economic, or social structures that limit human 
potential…the crime cannot be understood without attention to the prior 
experience, and punishment will do nothing to address the prior 
experience or to help the offender move beyond the pain that is reflected 
in crime (Radosh 2002: 303)  
 

The clear link between crime and suffering warrants attention. Also, perhaps, it merits 

new proposals on the restructuring of the U.S. criminal justice system and how it 

facilitates punishment: “to focus on individual failings as the source of crime is myopic. 

To solve crime by punishing individual failings is unjust and will only create more 

suffering…To address crime with violence or punishment addresses only the outcome, 

not the source of crime” (Radosh 2002: 301).  

The Realities of “Bad” Mothers: Their Stories  

 These statistics are telling in and of themselves of the complex matrix of 

structural violence that oppresses many incarcerated women. However, anthropologists 

must not only supply the facts, but also contextualize them in personal accounts. The 

stories of incarcerated mothers further demonstrate how many of these women have been 

victims of structural violence, show how destructive this oppressive force can be, and 

make it difficult to imagine that such a reality is possible. In my research, I found that 
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there was no single way to summarize the realities of these women with the exception 

that they are marked by hardship, usually poverty. In the following paragraphs I present 

hardships that are both subtle and extreme. This variety challenges the belief that all 

“bad” mothers share a single story.  

 Many of these women’s involvement with the criminal justice systems began 

when they were children as poverty, drug addiction, physical abuse, and even prostitution 

had inundated their family and became part of their daily lives. For example, April, a 

prisoner who has spent extensive time in the criminal justice system and substance abuse 

programs, discussed her family’s involvement with criminal activity. She explains:  

Well one thing I can say about my mother is that she’s forty-five years old 
and she’s been on the street since she’s sixteen. She got married and she 
had a baby. My father beat her, beat her. She got into drugs real bad. She 
OD’d a few times and came back. My mother had a hard life and I went 
through all that with her because I was her first baby. She was sixteen 
when I was born and my father was eighteen. I had to watch her go 
through a lot of stuff. When I was thirteen, I was cleaning, I was washing, 
cooking, and watching my brothers—everything. I raised my brothers for 
five months when she was a bad drug addict (Enos 2001: 50-51).  
 

Like April, Beth’s story reflected a history of troubled activity since childhood. She 

states:  

When I was growing up, my mother was a junkie. Child welfare has 
always been in my life. I ran away when I was sixteen and spent time at 
the young training school. I was put in High View [a school for 
emotionally disturbed children] and I hated that. The staff was awful. I ran 
away and they caught me and put me in the training school again. I ran 
from there. No one could keep me. My mom got a seven-year civil 
commitment to detox and had to complete the program to keep her kids or 
she could lose us for good….I am the spitting image of my mom. We are 
so much alike in every way (Enos 2001: 51).  
 

Bernice’s story is extreme in the sense that she was involuntarily forced to perform illegal 

acts by a family member:  
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When I was eight years old, my grandmother took me and all my girl 
cousins and turned us out on the streets. We were all turning tricks. When 
I was thirteen, I called the cops and they got child welfare and they 
grabbed us away and put us all into foster homes (Enos 2001: 52).  
 

These commentaries reveal that the behavior that landed many of these women in jail was 

learned from and provoked by family members and the community around them. For this 

reason, it makes sense that many incarnated mothers express concern that their children 

with follow their examples. Indeed, in her interviews with incarcerated parents, Revier 

found that “many residents expressed concerns that children of incarcerated parents will 

follow their parents’ footsteps and someday be incarcerated themselves” (Revier 2012: 

2).  

 Moreover, it is not surprising, given the realities of these women’s childhoods, 

that they grew up to also lead a lives involving crime. However, just because these 

women had childhoods surrounded by crime and grew up to lead a life of crime, it does 

not mean that these women also grew up to be bad mothers. In fact, interviews with the 

women demonstrated that many of these women were engaging in criminal activity 

precisely because they were trying be good mothers. That is, they were aware of the good 

mothering narrative but were unable to live up to it because their poverty, gender, and 

race often worked against them and put them in desperate situations. In turn, desperation 

and a desire to live up to “good” mothering standards often motivated these women to 

commit crimes: “the responsibilities of child care, combined with the burdens of 

economic marginality and domestic violence, led some women to choose economic 

crimes or drug dealing as an alternative to hunger and homelessness” (Ferraro 2003: 10).  

This fact points to a crucial condition within the narrative: mothers are expected to be 

self-sacrificing for their children as long as they sacrifice in a socially acceptable way. 
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Moreover, these findings demonstrate that incarcerated mothers actually can work within 

the ideology of motherhood; risking one’s own safety and well-being for one’s children is 

exactly the kind of self-sacrifice that is referred to in the “good” mothering narrative. 

The story of Alicia, a mother of two, demonstrates how trying to live up to the 

narrative can lead women to criminal activity. Alicia said that she started selling drugs in 

order to make ends meet, despite the fact that she was also working a more “acceptable” 

job.  In her interview, she explained that she was aware of the dangers of crack, but she 

also knew that her options, as a single mother “were limited and that she was ‘a grain of 

sand’ in the underground economy that would grind on with or without her participation. 

Her ‘good job’ as a nursing assistant was sporadic and unreliable and paid about ten 

dollars an hour” (Ferraro 2003: 20). Another mother stated: “I don’t regret [my crime] 

because without the extra income, my kids wouldn’t be fed everyday” (Moe 2006: 148).  

In their study, Ferraro and Moe found that “the role of mothering served as catalyst and a 

rationale for crime that was not available to women without children in their custody” 

(Ferraro 2003: 19).    

Of course, not all incarcerated mothers work within the narrative and display such 

self-sacrificing behavior. In her 2011 ethnography, Jane Siegel found that for many 

incarcerated mothers, motherhood is in fact marked by neglect and irresponsible and 

selfish behavior. Her book presents three years worth of data collected from “a total of 

159 children, mothers, and guardians utilizing semi-structured interviews” (Siegel 2011: 

8) in order to understand and construct bigger pictures of families of incarcerated 

children. Almost all of Siegel’s interviewees came from impoverished communities. This 

meant that “the children lived in deteriorated neighborhoods characterized by neglect, 
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abandoned houses and, frequently, high levels of violence” (Siegel 2011: 45). I have 

selected a few passages that highlight the effects of poverty, drugs, and violence that 

characterize many of her correspondents’ situations.  

 Denisha was the mother of two young daughters who often put her drug and 

alcohol addiction above the needs of her children. In her interview, she explains: “my 

addiction told me I didn’t have time for my kids, they were in the way…when my kids 

would ask me something normal like to take them to the play-ground, that was, like, so 

abnormal to me. But if you asked me to go to the bar, or to the drug dealer, I was fine. 

My life was chaos” (Siegel 2011: 14). This chaos was especially evident one Christmas, 

when her two kids returned home from the evening service with their grandmother to find 

that their mother had stolen all the presents from under the tree. Since toys are valuable in 

the underground market around Christmas, Denisha sold them to support her drug 

addiction (Siegel 2011).  

 In one extreme case, the mother’s addiction to drugs was so severe that she was 

actually smoking drugs while she gave birth: “I had the pipe in my hand. I had just took a 

hit. [The medics] were trying to put an IV on me and make sure the baby was ok. I didn’t 

care, ’cause I never asked, ‘is the kid okay?’” (Siegel 2011: 163). These two accounts 

demonstrate the profound impact drug addictions have on mother-child relationships: 

they cause the re-prioritization of substance over children, forcing many of these children 

to run the household, raise younger siblings, and survive on their own.  

 Violence within the home was also prevalent among the women that Siegel 

interviewed. Her interviews with children revealed that violence within these families 

takes many forms. In many cases, violence is common between parents. As one child, 
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Ian, explains: “my mom got a divorce because he was abusing her. [Jane Seigel]: How 

was he abusing her? Ian: Pour bleach into her eyes. Threatening to stab her. JS: Did you 

see any of it happen? Ian: Yeah’”  (Siegel 2011: 77).  

For many children, violence was used as an effective tool for mandating respect 

and teaching lessons. For example, Peter explained that when his mother was angry with 

him, his mother often beat him with hockey sticks since punching him in the face was no 

longer effective (Siegel 2011). Likewise, Lily took the lessons of violence that she 

learned from her mother outside the home and into the classroom. In an interview with 

Siegel, Lily retold the story of her most recent suspension from school stating: “I pulled 

her weave out of her head, threw it in the teacher’s face, started punching her in the 

face…I grabbed her by her hair” (Siegel 2011: 88). Lily goes on to state that she learned 

this behavior from her mother, who instructed her to fight anyone who doesn’t respect 

her (Siegel 2011).  

It is crucial to remember that Siegel’s work concentrated on a very small sample 

and her work is in no way suggestive of all incarcerated mothers. Moreover, I do not 

want to be mistaken in presenting this data. It is fundamental that readers remember that 

these hallmarks of bad mothering do not signify that incarcerated mothers are bad people 

or even inherently bad mothers. It must always be maintained that the concept of “bad” 

mothers in relation to the concept of “good” mothers is a social construction of 

convenience that is not only completely ethnocentric, but also problematic for two 

reasons. Firstly, it sets up categories of good mothering that are unattainable ideals for the 

majority of the population. Secondly, the narrative of what good mothering looks like 

does not represent reality. As discussed throughout this chapter, the realities of these 
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mothers is complicated by structural violence, troubled family histories, and abuse. Even 

though the actions of these mothers are not aligned with good mothering narrative, their 

stories are still telling of some of the hardships these mothers have faced.  

Moreover, there are lots of different ways to mother, which are ignored by the 

inherent nature of a dominant ideology. The validity of these mothering variations have 

been proven through the studies of anthropologists such as Patricia Hill Collins and her 

study of collective mothering among African American populations, Nancy Scheper 

Hughes and her research on the Brazilian mothering practice of neglecting children, and 

Pierrette Hondagnue-Sotelo and her work among transnational mothers who mother 

across international borders. As I will demonstrate, my thesis and research on 

incarcerated mothers also fits into the category of unconventional, but equally legitimate 

forms of motherhood.  

However, presenting Siegel’s findings is important for several reasons. The first is 

that it is my goal to provide a transparent account of incarcerated mothers in an effort to 

create a more accurate presentation of what mothering from prison can look like. This is 

because incarcerated mothers cannot be seen in isolation of their preexisting situations. 

Many women continue to deal with their addictions and personal histories while 

incarcerated, which dramatically impacts how they interact with their children from 

prison. Secondly, the purpose of this chapter is to relate the construction of “bad” 

mothers to incarcerated populations. While, given structural violence, this is a dangerous, 

erroneous, and a presumptuous parallel to make, the media, politicians, and common 

discourse often use such stories as proof that these mothers are “bad.” However, it would 

be misleading to only include stories that create an image that portrays these women as 
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purely victims of structural violence. While structural violence is certainly a crucial 

factor that is often ignored, most of these women have also made unfavorable choices 

that may have added to their hardships and put their children in danger. Finally, the 

discussion on pre-existing mother-child relationships and personal history leads into the 

conversation on how incarcerated mothers perceive themselves in relation to the good 

mothering narrative.  

Self Perceptions: Do Prison Moms Think They are “Good” or “Bad”?  
 

How one self-identifies is complicated and layered. Identity Theory presents the 

idea that we internalize a hierarchical set of identities. Within “the hierarchy of identities, 

self-views can be affected by the ability to actualize the various roles associated with 

identities that are most salient” (Stringer 2012: 314). At any given point, a single identity 

can be more salient than others (Stringer 2012). Incarcerated mothers have the challenge 

of reconciling two seemingly contrasting identities: that of a felon and that of a mother. 

Moreover, identities are always entangled with hegemonic ideologies. Previous quotes 

indicate how mothers feel about themselves and demonstrate an acute awareness of (and 

desire to achieve) the ideal mothering ideology. 

Despite the contradiction between “mother” and “criminal” and the fact that the 

hegemonic narrative constructs prison mothers as bad, how these women see themselves 

in relation to the ideology of the good mother is varied. Some viewed themselves in the 

same way as outside society saw them: failures as mothers and therefore as women. 

Others resented the label of “bad” and argued that while they had made mistakes, they 

were not, in fact, inadequate mothers. However these women perceived themselves, in all 
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the studies and ethnographies I read, they were absolute in the love they had for their 

children.  

Some women internalize the “bad mother” label and expressed a profound sense 

of shame towards their actions and present situations. In the study Ferraro and Moe 

conducted, some “women were very emotional, often crying and on one occasion ending 

the interview, and expressed remorse and guilt over the impact of their crimes on their 

children” (Ferraro 2003: 16). Understandably, the women who expressed the most guilt 

were those whose actions had critically altered the well-being of their children. For 

example, Lisa, a young mother who used drugs during her pregnancy, tearfully explains:  

It’s awful [crying]…just seeing her. She’s a little angel from God. For me 
to just imagine one hit, you know, what it does to me. Imagine what it did 
to her little brain…[crying harder] Just like for me to hurt her, just 
horrible…CPS got involved. I mean, I don’t blame them. The hospital 
called them, and you know, they treated me like a monster, and I felt like a 
monster. I knew I was a monster, but the remorse I feel, the hurt (Moe 
2006: 144).   
 

Perhaps not surprising, many of these women’s past experiences motivated them to go 

through rehab programs and get clean. For example, two interviewees in Ferraro’s study, 

Tina and Peaches, “expressed a desire to stop using crack and bore tremendous sadness 

and guilt about the harmed caused to their babies and their families. They shared the 

public view of crack mothers as evil baby killers who deserve nothing but contempt, and 

they felt self-contempt as ‘monsters’” (Ferraro 2003: 33). Not every mother who 

expressed guilt had suffered from such extreme situations. Many moms just felt remorse 

over their absences. For example, “during her interview, Lonna, a 31-year-old 

Latina/White woman, was quite concerned about her three kids…she felt badly for 

missing both of her daughters birthdays” (Moe 2006: 146).   
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Feeling remorse over their crimes did not mean that these women viewed 

themselves as bad mothers. That is, many mothers felt guilt over their present situation, 

but did not necessarily believe that they were in the past “bad” mothers. Rather, many of 

their self perceptions directly contrast the judgment and labels imposed on them by 

society. For example, in her research, Grace Davis found that “most of the mothers 

within the [Residential Parenting] program, and all of the transitional mothers, felt that 

they had the capacity to be valuable, reliable mothers, and yet continuously felt the 

weight of the stigma around mothering within a penitentiary” (Davis 2012: 80). For 

example, one of her interviewees, Delany, a pregnant inmate in the program, was angry at 

the unjustified judgment she received from transitory staff members within the jail. She 

describes: “some people treat us like we’re the worst people in the whole world. Some 

C.O.s, some medical. It just depends. It’s just different people’s opinion on what a 

convicted felon looks like compared to, you know, someone who’s not. We’re just the 

same as everybody else out there” (Davis 2012: 79). Delany’s comment reveals the belief 

in her own potential to become a contributing member of society and she blames the 

stigma inflicted on her by others for the difficulties she faced reentering the community. 

This kind of positive thinking reveals that many women saw beyond their identity as 

criminals and believed in their identity as mothers (Moe 2006). The fact that many 

women perceive themselves as good is important because it often lacks in common 

discourse perhaps because it contradicts how society views these women.    

Regardless of how mothers perceived themselves, all studies and ethnographies 

explained that the love between children and their mothers was often mutual, fierce, and 

enduring. In their study, Allen, Flaherty, and Ely found that “the most powerful and 
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heart-breaking themes were those of the maternal love that these women consistently 

expressed for their children and the profound sense of guilt and staggering remorse they 

were all struggling with when they discussed the impact of their actions on their children” 

(Allen 2010: 170). This love was exemplified by India, a mother of six: “she had tattoos 

for each child’s name on various parts of her body. A heart with flowers around a blank 

space on her right breast was reserved for her youngest child whose name she had not yet 

tattooed” (Ferraro 2003: 34). In regards to her correspondent, Peter, whose mother 

sometimes beat him with hockey sticks, Siegel stated: “Peter did not speak of missing his 

mother, possibly because of his resentment of her, but also because she had been absent 

so often from his life. Nevertheless, he still loved and cared deeply about her” (Siegel 

2011: 144).  

Surprisingly, love is absent from the narrative of “good” mothers. Mothers are 

expected to be up-to-date on the latest scientific studies on child-raising, make time for 

their children, and invest resources in their children; but these criteria never mention 

love, nor is it obvious that these criteria imply love. Perhaps love is left out of the 

narrative because it greatly complicates who is a “bad” and “good” mother.  In other 

words, the findings above call for a reassessment of mother-child relationships and their 

strength even in the face of a bad situation. It is evident that “good” motherhood is not 

defined by how much a mother loves her children, but instead by how much time and 

money she can afford to put into them. Depositing resources is not the same as instilling 

love into a relationship.  The coming chapters will reveal the potential of incarcerated 

women to become “good” mothers, by the standards of contemporary narratives of 

motherhood. In doing so, I hope to demonstrate how prisons can reinforce and perpetuate 
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ideologies of good mothering and challenge the assumption that these women are 

inherently “bad” moms.  
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Chapter Three: The Challenges of Being a “Good” Mother From Prison  
 
One prison mother: “you can’t be a mother and be in prison” (Baunach 1985: 48). 
 
“In restricting their opportunities to create a sense of family and home as they desired, the 
institution not only compromised the inmate-mother’s opportunities to live up to their 
expectations as mothers, it also compromised their ability to enact their gender roles” 
(Luther and Gregson 2011: 98).  
 
“Given the multitude of risks and the potential for poor outcomes that pregnant inmates 
and their infants face, and given that many of these women view their pregnancy as an 
opportunity for a ‘fresh start,’ prevention and intervention programs with pregnant 
inmates are clearly needed” (Cassidy et al. 2010: 335) 
 

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, in it I discuss the ways in which 

prison greatly complicates, and in many instances, prevents mothers from being able to 

conform to the expectations of “good” mothers. Understanding these complications will 

lead me to my second objective of this chapter: to use an anthropological lens to evaluate 

the effectiveness of prison mothering programs, such as those that I will explore in the 

coming chapters.  When I refer to programs, I am relying on Phyllis Jo Baunach’s use of 

program which is defined as “any formal or informal mechanism that may assist a mother 

(1) to maintain contact with her children over and above traditional means (regular 

visiting hours, telephone calls, or letters); or (2) to enhance her communications skills or 

understanding her own or other children” (Baunach 1985: 16). As I will present in the 

following chapters, such programs come in a variety of forms.  

The two objectives of this chapter cannot be established without understanding 

the population of incarcerated mothers and their children. Their backgrounds demonstrate 

that these two populations present a unique set of challenges that warrant specific 

programs that cater to their needs. While most prisons have some kind of parenting 

program, I will discuss how many inmate mothers say that their time and space is policed 
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by prison rules. Thus, there is a need for programs that allow mothers more 

communication, longer contact, and a space to play with their children. I will discuss how 

prison mothers seek to achieve contemporary expectations of motherhood and desire a 

space where they can fulfill good mothering criteria. With this understanding in place, I 

will be able to proceed to the next chapter where I focus on three programs in select 

prisons around the country that allow prison mothers to “become good” by indoctrinating 

them to particular narratives of motherhood.  

Why is there a need for mothering programs?  

Punishment, rather than reformation and transformation, remains the main 

purpose of America’s prison system (Radosh 2002).  Contemporary beliefs about crime 

say “that it results from personal failures, lack of self-control, weakness, laziness, moral 

lapse and other character flaws that inhibit self-restraint” (Radosh 2002: 304). This 

mindset can be used to justify the separation of children from their criminal mothers as 

the women are seen as unsuitable, irresponsible and unreliable parents (Enos 2001). In 

turn, this belief can explain why there are so few programs that cater to the needs of 

incarcerated mothers and their children. The United States criminal justice system is one 

of the few countries that continues to take a punitive approach in regards to incarcerated 

women and their children: “survey of 70 nations conducted by the United Nations in 

1987 found that that the United States, Suriname, Liberia, and the Bahamas were the only 

countries that routinely separated incarcerated mothers from their babies” (Kauffman 

2002: 20-1).  

Such a fact begs the question: what it is about American culture that supports the 

separation of mother and child, especially given the fact that motherhood is a highly 
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valued status in American culture? Perhaps, one explanation for the practice of separation 

is the fact that America’s penal system stresses the importance of punishment rather than 

rehabilitation, with “punitive approaches to crime control dominating public attitudes and 

policy” (Davis 2011: 9).  

Punishment has always been a central component to America’s criminal justice 

system, though how it is done has evolved to reflect that changes in attitude among policy 

makers. Michel Foucault traces the progression of punishment from the physical torturing 

of the body, to a punitive system that uses the body to “reach something other than the 

body itself…from being an art of unbearable sensations punishment has become an 

economy of suspended rights” (Foucault 1977: 11). This transition reflected the 

sentimentality that public and gruesome punishments were inhumane (Foucault 1977). 

Instead, the American justice system focuses on the punishing the soul, rather than the 

body through the deprivation of one’s civil rights (Foucault 1997).  

In his book on crime, Tonry explains Americans’ desire for punishment with 

“moral panics,” which “occur when horrifying or notorious events galvanize public 

emotion, and produce concern, sympathy, emotion, and overreaction” (Tonry 2004: 5). 

Politicians and the media “blur the difference between major and minor crimes, real and 

imaginary offenses, grievous injury and social nuisance. They keep the public in a 

perpetual state of agitation and watchfulness” (Lancaster 2011: 4). This hysteria is used 

to create a need for “evermore discerning modes of surveillance” (Lancaster 2011: 4) in 

the name of public safety. Such was the case in the 1970s with Nixon’s War on Drugs, 

which meant that more women were arrested for drug related activity. Further hype was 

used to push for the “tough on crime” policies, which implemented harsher punishments 
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and mandated jail time for drug and gun related crimes (Hayman 2012 & Siegel 2012). 

Both of these factors can explain why the United States now has the highest incarceration 

rate in the world” (Siegel 2011: 3) and women are the fastest growing population in 

prison (Glaze 2008).  

Even with the increased incarceration rates, Americans continue to have a deep- 

rooted fear of criminals and the world around them:  

despite the fact that every major type of crime measured has decreased 
significantly since 1993, the general American fear of crime has remained. 
For example, in 1994, a Louis Harris poll found that 46 percent of a 
national random sample identified crime as the number one ‘serious 
problem facing the country.’ In 1997, an ABC poll found that 51 percent 
of respondents were more afraid of crime than five years before (O’Brian 
2001: 12).  
 

Thus, punishment remains central to the Americans’ psyche on the criminal justice 

system, with the hope that:  

the offender should receive the same amount of pain, loss, and 
inconvenience that his or her victim suffered, even if the punishment is not 
identical to the crime…the goal of such a punitive system is to ensure that 
an offender receives enough pain that once released, he or she does not 
violate the laws of society again (Davis 2011: 11)  
 

In punishing the offender, the American penal system serves two main purposes: 

“protection of society by incapacitating the offender, and punishment of the offender” 

(O’Brien 2001: 14).  

 A punitive approach affects incarcerated mothers in a more personal way than 

perhaps other prisoners. Critics of prison nurseries, for example, argue that incarcerated 

mothers who are allowed to reside with their children are not sufficiently punished as 

they often enjoy living arrangements that better serve the child and “shows no 

resemblance of a prison. On the contrary, it is viewed as a ‘vacation’ from their sentence” 
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(Melhus 2013: 1). This mentality is also seen in the way prisons treat their mothers: 

“Shawanna Nelson is one of many pregnant inmates who experienced giving birth in 

shackles” (Melhus 2013: 6). Moreover, as a result of the punitive approach, “there has 

been little progress in the development of rehabilitative programs within women’s prison 

facilities…the significant lack of these services only further reinforces this marginalized 

population’s relative powerlessness and economic depression” (Davis 2011: 12).  

Punishing mothers and separating them from their children is contrary to research 

that found that mothers who maintained their relationship with their children while in 

prison were more likely to have a successful reintegration into society and less likely to 

become repeat offenders (Mapson 2013, Hoffman et al. 2010). Moreover, “studies also 

suggest that no matter how difficult arranging and maintaining contact with an 

incarcerated parent can be, not having contact can result in children having negative 

feelings about their relationships with their parents” (Office of Child Development 2011).  

 As recent research has demonstrated a need for parenting programs and their role 

in reducing recidivism among participants, more prisons have started incorporating 

parenting classes and other programs that promote parent-child relationships. Moreover, 

despite the fact as a society we see criminal-incarcerated women as “unfit” mothers, there 

remains a strongly shared cultural belief in the primacy of the mother-child relationship. 

Since this cultural narrative, one of a naturalized mother-child bond, is so foundational to 

our sense of collective self, it can withstand even the greatest of affronts—namely 

women who go to jail. Thus, about 90 percent of prisons “have some form of parenting 

classes, either as part of a general life skills program, or separately” (Pollock 2003: 142). 

Despite this new surge in the inclusion of such courses, the lack of uniformity, 
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consistency, and coverage of the programs means that these courses vary greatly in their 

strengths and focuses:  

In some of the more comprehensive programs, parenting classes are 
offered as part of a total package of services that include enriched 
visitation and other programs. In other cases, classes are short modules in 
a ‘life skills’ offering. While most prisons have some type of class, it is 
hard to estimate how many women are reached since classes are small. 
Another issue is whether a few hours of discussion are of much value 
(Pollock 2003: 142).  
 
Other efforts to create a more kid friendly environment include special visiting 

programs (apparent in 70 percent of prisons) that are  “designed to lessen the intimidation 

of a visit to a prison, and to provide a more natural setting” (Pollock 2003: 142). In 

addition, only about one fifth of women prisons have housing designated for pregnant 

women, and no cogender facilities do (Hoffman et al 2010). Only three (6%) “female 

facilities and one (4%) cogender facility report having a nursery within the facility to 

house infants born to incarcerated women” (Hoffmann et al 2010: 405). Despite these 

accommodations, mothers and children feel that prison hurts their relationships (as 

discussed below).  

Moreover, the overall scarcity of living accommodations can in part be explained 

by two factors. First, there are fewer prison facilities for women in general (Hoffman et al 

2010). Second, the children of incarcerated parents are not a priority of prison policies, as 

explained by Pollock:  

One state official responded to the relative paucity of parenting programs 
in her state with the comment that the only ‘customer’ of the department 
of corrections was the inmate-mother, not her children. If administrators 
and policy-makers should concern itself solely with the female offender, 
ignoring her role as mother, and the family members who are affected by 
her imprisonment, then there will naturally be little to no commitment to 
providing services for children (Pollock 2003: 146).  
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Children cannot be seen as an unrelated population, for they are dramatically affected by 

their parents’ incarceration. As I will discuss in the following section, children of prison 

parents present their own distinct set of challenges. Literature, reviewed below, 

demonstrate that children are more at risk of suffering emotional stress (Mapson 2013) 

which can lead to negative consequences such as criminal activity, substance abuse, and 

poor academic performance (Revier 2012; Mapson 2013). Based on these findings, and 

combined with the troubled backgrounds of many incarcerated women (see chapter two) 

some argue that the population of incarcerated women and their children have particular 

needs.  

Unique Populations: Incarcerated women and their children    

“One narrative presents the children as victims: vulnerable children who need to be 
rescued from their bad parents and damaged lives. The competing narrative tells a story 
of a parent (usually a mother) who is living with and caring for her children until she is 
arrested and separated from her children by an uncaring criminal justice system” (Genty 
2012: 36).  
 
 In chapter two I discussed how many incarcerated women come from 

backgrounds of violence, troubled homes, addictions, and physical and emotional abuse. 

The personal histories that women carry with them to prison mean that these women 

present a distinct set of challenges. However, the sub-population of prison women that 

are deemed especially vulnerable is women who are also mothers, a title that applies to 

the majority of incarcerated females.  

The estimates of the number of women prisoners who have children range 
from 60 percent to about 85 percent. There seems to be a consensus that at 
least 70 percent of women in prison have at least one child under 18, and 
incarcerated women have an average of two or three children…three 
fourths of the children lived with their mother prior to incarceration and 70 
percent of the mothers in prison were the primary caretaker (Pollock 2003: 
134).  
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As incarcerated mothers will most likely resume their position as provider after 

their release (Mapson 2013 & Baunach 1985), it is important that prison sentencing and 

programs consider the “removed” population that is also dramatically affected by 

incarceration of women: children of prison mothers. Aside from the challenges that 

accompany the incarceration of their mothers, the difficult home lives of the mothers also 

undoubtedly affect their children. For these reasons, children of incarcerated mothers 

(and fathers) also present their own set of challenges. Recent literature that acknowledge 

the specific risks of incarcerated children deems this population as especially vulnerable 

(Genty 2012) and in need of parenting programs that serves the very specific needs of 

these women and their children (Mapson 2013). 

As presented in chapter two, one reason researchers see this population as unique 

and in need of special programs is because of the belief that children of incarcerated 

mothers are more likely to follow in their mother’s footsteps. Just as numerous studies 

linked the troubled backgrounds and current home life of incarcerated women with their 

criminal activity, recent research echoes the fears of many mothers and presents the 

theory that the children of incarcerated women are more likely to fall into a life of crime: 

“the adolescent children of parents with most involvement in the criminal justice system 

are three to six times more likely to exhibit violent or serious delinquency than peers with 

parents who have little or no criminal justice system incarceration” (Eddy and Reid 2003: 

238). In fact, Girl Scouts Beyond Bars, one of the programs that I will highlight in this 

thesis, began after Baltimore Judge, Carol Smith “sentenced a woman in the morning and 

the woman’s daughter in the afternoon. She contacted the US Department of Justice and 

said, in so many words, that something needed to be done” (Conover 1997: 1).   
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Research supports the theory that children of incarcerated parents are more likely 

to go to jail than their peers with two principal factors. First is the consideration that these 

children are forced to reconcile with their mother’s incarceration, which is a trauma that 

can invoke a lot of negative responses: “having a parent in jail or in prison increases the 

likelihood of children experiencing a range of risks, including internalizing and 

externalizing behavior problems, truancy, substance abuse, school failure, and adult 

criminal behavior” (Office of Child Development 2011: 5).  

Interviews with children themselves allude to their sensitive positions. From their 

interviews with children of incarcerated parents, Nesmith and Ruhland state: “We learned 

from the voices of the children themselves…that many of them struggled with feelings of 

isolation, anger, disappointment, and worry both directly and indirectly about the 

incarceration” (Nesmith and Ruhland 2008: 1127). Such feelings are, certainly, to be 

expected, especially if the mother was the primary caregiver. Moreover, the social stigma 

attached to the arrest of a parent can bring shame and exacerbate feelings of frustration, 

anger, and embarrassment that can cause the children to withdraw from society  (CSR, 

Incorporated 2008: 8).  

Some children even experience the arrest of their parent: “one in five children of 

incarcerated parents witness his or her mother’s arrest, and more than half of the children 

who witness this traumatic event are under age 7 and in the sole care of their mother” 

(Parke and Clarke-Stewart 2003: 200). Studies have shown that witnessing this trauma 

and dealing with the difficulties of having their mother incarcerated, means that these 

children are more disposed to suffer from PTSD and its symptoms, which include 
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“withdrawal, hyperalertness, sleep disturbances, guilt, and impaired memory and 

concentration” (Young and Smith 2000: 132).  

The second factor that can affect the probability of these children following their 

mothers’ footsteps is that they, like their mothers, often come from impoverished and/or 

violent homes (Office of Child Development 2011). Such environments, as demonstrated 

by the stories of the incarcerated women, can exacerbate the factors and desperation that 

leads many women to commit criminal acts. One mother, Margaret, discussed the 

slippery slope that can lead to the children’s criminal activity when their mother is also 

involved with crime: “pretty soon the kid is coming on your missions. You are taking 

them to the crack house” (Enos 2001: 120).    

In addition, as I will further discuss in the coming sections, mothers and their 

children are unique populations because prison, as an institutional space of isolation and 

confinement, greatly complicates and challenges the mother-child relationship. First and 

foremost, prison demands that children are moved to another caregiver. Usually a 

grandparent or another relative takes them in (Pollock 2003). Grandparents present their 

own set of potential complications as they “are likely to be retired or near retirement, may 

be faced with health problems and they may not have the energy it takes to raise a 

child…this is a burden for the guardian and an additional risk factor for the child” 

(Hoffman et al 2010: 411). Sometimes children are put into the foster care system, where 

they can be separated from their siblings (Mapson 2013). This separation can manifest in 

“attachment issues in small children and alienation in older children” (Mapson 2013: 

176). Moreover, as mentioned in chapter one, mothers are expected to create a secure and 

nurturing environment, usually through the building of a home. Not only are children of 
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incarcerated parents often separated from their mothers, but they also have to experience 

the trauma of visiting their mothers in a space that is antithetical to the home. Prisons are 

sterile and restricting and any sign of warmth is replaced with security measures like 

metal detectors, fences, and prison guards. Such sterility and preoccupation with protocol 

and security reflects the punitive mentality of America’s criminal justice system and 

society’s belief that criminal women deserve to suffer for their crime. Any resemblance 

of warmth could undermine punishment. However, distancing the mothers from their 

association of the home can be scarring even for children whose home was not the picture 

of love to begin with.  

  The combination of coming from impoverished backgrounds and suffering from 

the slew of complications and consequences that accompany the trauma of their mother’s 

arrest, means that children are, like their mothers, a unique and vulnerable population. In 

general, “children of incarcerated parents are at risk for mental health issues and 

antisocial and criminal behavior. They are more likely than their counterparts to use 

drugs, to steal, and to be arrested themselves” (Revier 2012: 2). However, unlike their 

mothers, children are usually ignored upon the arrest of their parent: “most often, state 

corrections departments do not collect information about the children of incarcerated 

mothers” (Pollock 2003: 135). For this reason, children of incarcerated parents are often 

considered the invisible victims of the incarceration of their parents.   

Finally, these two populations are unique because they usually assume traditional 

roles post incarceration since mothers usually resume their position as the primary 

caretaker (Mapson 2013 & Baunach 1985). However, their stigma as ex-convicts can 

complicate and threaten the traditional dynamic of this relationship (Davis 2011).  

 68 



Moreover, resuming a traditional relationship after the trauma of arrest presents its own 

set of challenges such as a lack of trust and a fear that the mother will leave again. In 

addition, studies have found that once women resume their care-giving duties in the 

home, “their earning abilities are far lower than those of most male prisoners, but they 

face the same financial obligations such as court costs, costs for required programs and 

counseling, and parole fees in addition to often being the sole provider for minor 

children” (Mapson 2013: 175). As parenting programs are seen as a crucial resource for 

mothers in the preparation for their release (as programs provide mothers with the 

support they need to overcome addictions and classes that enhance communication skills 

with children), these considerations cannot be overlooked. Further complications that 

inevitably accompany their mother’s incarceration are discussed in the following section.  

Prisons as an Antithetical Space to the Hegemonic Expectations of Good Mothers  
 
Claire (a prison mother): “I don’t know if this is the environment you want your kids in—
people be cussing….It would be nice to have a space for only parents and kids to go to 
and spend time instead of having everybody all around—it’s too much” (Revier 2012: 
13).  
 

Claire’s comment reflect the thoughts of many incarcerated mothers who feel that 

prison, as an institution and as a space, does not allow them to adequately perform their 

role as mothers. Prison mothers face many barriers, both physical and theoretical. 

Physically, the priority of prisons is to create a secure and severe environment rather than 

an optimal place for family activity: “few correctional programs assess themselves 

through the eyes of children. Prison visiting facilities are created solely to address the 

issues the safety and security, without consideration for how a child experiences the 

prison environment” (Covington 2003: 77).  
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For this reason, visiting a parent in prison can be a traumatic ordeal as prisons 

have strict rules and regulations for their visitors: “correctional institutions commonly 

require children’s custodial parents to escort them on visits [and] require child visitors to 

produce birth certificates listing the prisoner as the biological parent” (Hairston 2003: 

274). It is not uncommon for visitors to be denied entry if they do not bring the correct 

paper-work, do not comply with the constantly changing dress codes or rules, or even for 

“alleged possession of illegal drugs (as ion drug scanners may inaccurately signal that a 

visitor is carrying drugs)” (Hairston 2003: 275). One article writes on the difficulties 

facing prison visitors:  

Among problems noted in the Florida legislature’s report of prison visiting 
were long waits, sometimes in facilities without seating, toilets, and water; 
the lack of nutritious food in visiting room vending machines; and the 
absence of activities for children…body frisks and intrusive searches, rude 
treatment by staff, and hot, dirty, and crowded visiting rooms are the norm 
in many prisons (Hairston 2003: 274).  
 
If children make it through the obstacles of prison and pass the strict requirements 

of the admission process, the actual space of visitation can also be problematic for 

children. Visiting rooms are sterile and catered towards adult conversations rather than 

meaningful connections between mother and child (Block and Potthast 1998). They 

rarely have toys and in some prisons children are not allowed to physically touch their 

parent. This is called “barrier contact which occurs through Plexiglass; or open contact, 

which involves no barrier, but physical contact is not allowed” (Mapson 2013: 174).  The 

lack of contact can impact a relationship that is often characterized by affection. One 

mother said: “We had a good relationship up until [prison]. I didn’t want to talk to my 

kids through a phone and glass window. I couldn’t even touch them. What would they 
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have thought about it or about me? It would have scared them half to death to see me like 

that” (Baunach 1985: 43).  

 Many women, like the mother above, believe that prisons, given the rigid 

requirements, difficult demands, lack of privacy, and sterile environments, is no place for 

children and prefer that their kids not visit them in prison at all. One study found that “a 

majority of incarcerated parents also do not want their children to visit due to the 

emotional effect the visit will have on the child” (Mapson 2013: 175). Other women may 

also feel “guilty and ashamed over her imprisonment and refuse to let her children see her 

in such a setting” (Pollock 2003: 136).  

Moreover, visitation is often not an option for families as “sixty-two percent of 

state and 84% of federal incarcerated parents are held more than 100 miles from their 

most recent residence” (Nesmith and Ruland 2008: 1120-1121). Traveling long distances 

is not only extremely costly and a luxury that few families can afford, but it is also very 

tiring and can be hard on the physical and mental health of older caretakers (Young and 

Smith 2000). In this way, contact is reliant on the caregiver. If the caretaker is unable or 

unwilling to bring the child to the prison, then the mother-child relationship suffers 

(Smith and Young 2000). Caregivers can feel an obligation to bring children to the prison 

even if it is not financially or physically viable. Or, this obligation can cause rifts in the 

relationship between the caregiver and the mother.  

The trials of visitation means that mail and telephone calls are the most common 

ways mothers maintain their relationship with their children (Goshin and Byrne 2009). 

While these methods of contact are outside the physical barriers of prison, they present 

their own set of challenges. For example, they can both be costly: “depending on the 
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prison, a 30 minute collect telephone call from a prisoner once a week could put a $125 

or higher dent in the family’s monthly budget” (Travis and Waul, Hairston 2003: 265). 

Even mail has its financial burdens: “one woman said neither she nor her family had the 

money for stamps to mail letters” (Mignon and Ransford 2012: 83). Mail can be very 

inefficient and telephone calls can be difficult to schedule given the limitations of school 

and permitted phone time within the prison.   

For many mothers, even prisons that have parenting classes remain antithetical to 

contemporary expectations of “good” mothers. The biggest tension between mothers and 

parenting classes revolved around the right of decision-making. One of the assumptions 

of contemporary motherhood is that mothers “should be the people to make decisions 

about their children because they know their children better than anyone else—and that 

no one is better positioned to direct their social and physical well-being…[this 

expectation] is likely to leave incarcerated women in a bind” (Luther and Gregson 2011: 

87). Prisons, as spaces with strict rules and regulations, dictated matters such as where 

mothers were allowed to park their baby strollers, what kind of baby food they had access 

to, how much they could decorate their walls, who could have contact with their children 

and how often this contact could occur, and even where their child slept (Luther and 

Gregson 2011).  

In making these decisions, prisons undermine women’s presumed right as 

mothers.  That is, in the classes, “inmates were taught to make decisions for their children 

based on their reasoned assessment of their child’s needs. Similarly, the pediatrician they 

met with for their children’s regular check-ups provided them with ideas to consider, 

suggesting it was up to them to implement what they deemed most appropriate” (Luther 
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and Gregson 2011). However, prisons then undercut the decision making power of these 

women with rules that were aligned with prison priorities of creating a secure and 

punitive environment.   

Moreover, these decisions often directly contradicted the instruction that mothers 

received in their parenting classes. One example of this was the policy that stated each 

inmate must keep her wall decorations to the single bulletin board in her room.  Many 

mothers felt that this rule made it difficult for them to fulfill the needs of their children, as 

they had just learned the importance of stimulation for their baby’s development (Luther 

and Gregson 2011). Janet, a prison mother, explained her frustration: “You’re feeding 

your baby in your room, you have four white walls. What is to stimulate your baby? Yes, 

we are in prison, but yes were are in prison with a baby” (Luther and Gregson 2011: 97).  

Such rules undermined efforts by prison mothers to fulfill expectations of them 

based on the good mothering narrative: “this notion of being mother-like, but not really 

being a mother, was echoed by multiple participants, underscoring the idea that authentic 

motherhood is characterized by the kind of autonomy not afforded to prison inmates” 

(Luther and Gregson 2011: 92). These findings demonstrate that programs must work 

with the prison institution and should, perhaps, operate under different regulations than 

those of women who are not mothers.  

Finally, prison complicates the mother-child bond by the fact that incarceration 

inherently means separation between the mother and child. Separation is antithetical to 

the expectations of good mothers as mothers are “suppose” to be very involved and 

present in their children’s life and makes it difficult for prison women to be considered 

“good mothers”:  
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because most will not maintain major day-to-day responsibility for 
children while they are incarcerated, they are also faced with determining 
what it means to be a ‘good’ mother while others are taking care of their 
children. Constructing that role and identity is a matter of work and active 
negotiation, not only by the inmate mother but by many other parties as 
well (Enos 2001: 42).  
 
Meredith, a prison mom, agreed with the narrative that “bad” mothers are those 

that are physically distant from their children. She states: “Everyone here is a bad mother 

simply because they are not with their kids” (Enos 2001: 75).  Prison calls for a 

reassessment of traditional roles because of the challenges and complications prison 

places on mother-child relationships. This expectation of mothers demonstrates a need for 

prison programs to confirm mainstream expectations of mothers and reestablish the role 

mothers should play in their children’s lives according to the dominant narrative. 

The belief in the importance of a physically and emotionally present mother was 

made clear by the creation of the American and Safe Families Act. This law, first 

implemented in 1997, terminates parental rights when a child was in foster care for more 

than 15 out of 22 months except for the following three exceptions: “1) the child is in the 

care of a relative; 2) the agency has documented a compelling reason why filing a 

termination petition would not be in the best interests of the child; or 3) the agency has 

not provided the parents or child with necessary reunification services” (Genty 2012: 28). 

However, in many cases mothers are incarcerated for longer than 22 months and for 

mothers who do not have other willing relatives to take them in, the ASFA law forces 

them to give up their right to parents.  

The assumption by statutes such as ASFA is that:   

prison is seen as ‘dead time’ during which nothing positive is able to 
happen in the parent-child relationship. The setting of strict time limits is a 
kind of ‘damage control’; the assumption is the relationship between an 
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incarcerated parent and her/his child is too fragile to survive for an 
extended period. After the passage of time, the relationship is broken 
beyond repair, and the child is, per se, better off finding ‘permanency’ 
through adoption (Genty 2012: 38).    
 

The statistics and reflections from the mothers on the difficulties of mothering from 

prison challenge and complicate this assumption. The following section challenges 

statutes such as ASFA even further, as mothers profess their own desire to maintain a 

relationship with their children.  

Mothers’ Desires for Better Programs  

Aside from the challenges of mothering from prison that, in themselves, warrant 

mother-child programs, another need for programs is expressed by mothers’ desire for 

them. In various interviews, mothers expressed enthusiasm for better parenting classes 

for several reasons. First, they believed in their own potential to be good mothers: in 

several studies, inmate women expressed the belief that they “possess positive parenting 

attitudes (love, caring, guidance) equivalent to those of mothers who are not 

incarcerated” (Block and Potthast 1998: 2). Likewise, Phyllis Baunach’s studies indicate 

mothers “perceive possible readjustment problems but generally believe that they are 

resolvable. Mothers overwhelmingly want to reestablish relationships with their children 

and feel capable of doing so. They tend to believe that fears or problems will be worked 

out together with their children” (Baunach 1985: 47). While a deeper discussion on the 

mother’s self perception in relation to the good mothering narrative is presented in 

chapter two, this fact deserves mentioning here because without this belief, mothers may 

resist partaking in the programs were they available to them.  

Secondly, mothers felt that mothering programs would allow them to remain 

connected to their children. In addition to the fact that a connection with their children 
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allows mothers to better relate to their identities as mothers, many women state that the 

hardest part of their incarceration is the separation from their children (Hairston 2003). 

Their distance from their children is challenging in and of itself, but becomes even more 

difficult to bear by the fact that mothers often feel that they no longer play a significant 

role in their children’s lives. In her research, Baunach, found that most mothers played an 

important role in placing their children into the care of others upon their arrest, but after 

their incarceration, they were largely out of the picture (Baunach 1985). In many cases,  

the mother has abruptly become an ‘in-between parent,’ sharing 
responsibility for her child’s supervision with caseworkers, foster parents, 
and the courts. She is likely to be unprepared for and confused about the 
limitations placed on her rights, authority, and childbearing 
responsibilities once her child enters placement (Beckerman 1994).  
 

One inmate mother reflects on her removed position as an incarcerated mother: “I 

can do the time OK, but it’s not knowing what’s happening to my son that hurts 

the most” (Baunach 1985: 121). For important decisions like “dating, smoking, or 

using drugs, mothers felt left out and consequently powerless to influence their 

children’s lives” (Baunach 1985: 121). This exclusion causes many mothers to 

fear that they will not be able to reconnect with their children upon their release 

(Hairston 2003).  

 Another reason why many mothers desire better parenting classes and stronger 

programs is that they believed the programs would alleviate the anxiety some mothers 

feel at the prospect of returning to their role as primary caretaker post incarceration. As 

most mothers retain legal guardianship of their children (Baunach 1985; Mapson 2013), 

this is in an important consideration: “for women who had been involved in drug abuse 

and crime for lengthy periods of time, reclaiming children was a daunting prospect” 
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(Enos 2001: 90).  This was certainly the case for Irene, a prison mother who was planning 

to assume the care of her son who had lived with her parents since her arrest shortly after 

his birth. She expresses her nervousness at the prospect of transitioning into the role as 

his mother and sole provider: “Can I do that? Can I handle that responsibility? Can I get 

him to school? Get him to his appointments? Get his medicine? I need a car. I need a job. 

All that stuff is taken care of right now” (Enos 2001: 90). Having mothers like Irene, who 

have been absent for most of their children’s life, assume sole responsibility with their 

children may not be a realistic expectation.  Moreover, since parenting skills mostly 

comes from experience (Thompson and Harm 2000), many of these women have not had 

opportunities to utilize positive parenting practices. Thus, “incarcerated mothers would 

particularly benefit from [parenting] classes” (Thompson and Harm 2000: 63). In this 

way, prison programs can provide an intermediate space where transition and affirmation 

of the mothering identity can take place.  

Many inmate women also felt that classes would also help them cope with the 

guilt they felt over their own incarceration and its effects on their children.  Baunach’s 

interviews revealed a deep sense of shame among inmates who knew that that their 

behavior had led to their incarceration and deeply impacted their children’s childhood 

and family life (Baunach 1985). Mothers felt that the programs would help them regain 

the trust of their children (Baunach 1985).  

 Finally, mothers express a desire to learn how to be better parents. In her 

interviews, Revier found that more than half of her respondents wanted better parenting 

classes (Revier 2012). One respondent, Claire, even thought that they should be 

“mandatory for all residents with children” (Revier 2012: 11). Revier went on to ask her 
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respondents what they hoped to get out of such classes. They responded with desires 

including “‘working on your sensitive side,’ effective communication, positive parenting, 

patience and anger management, and even understanding or communicating with spouses 

or significant others” (Revier 2012: 12). Beth, a prison mother, wanted communication 

training so that she could improve her relationship with her three-year old son. She 

explains,  “I just give him what he wants. I think I do that, too, because part of me feels 

bad. I was on heroin and I was pretty out of it. I was home, but I wasn’t playing with him 

all the time. My mom did a lot. So part of it was that I’m trying to make for it” (Revier 

2012: 12). Indeed, in her study of inmate mothers, Banauch found that prison mothers 

were more likely to have a relaxed parenting style and indulge their children. Her 

interviews with women “confirmed their fears that they may not be able to command the 

respect required to be an effective authoritative figure” (Baunach 1985: 123). Not only 

does this finding and Beth’s comment indicate an awareness of what she was suppose to 

do based on the hegemonic narrative of good mothering, but Beth also expresses a desire 

to conform to the narrative.  In addition, the desire expressed by these mothers to 

maintain a relationship with their children and to learn new parenting skills further 

challenges the assumption that these mothers are inherently bad and uninterested with 

assuming their role as mothers.  

Children’s Desire for Prison Programs  

As discussed above, children of incarcerated mothers have their own set of 

challenges that cannot be (but often are) forgotten when discussing the potential for new 

programs. Prison programs are often created with the goal of reestablishing or 

maintaining a positive connection with their incarcerated mother (or father). One element 
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of this is to encourage the mothers to become positive influences and role models for 

their children (CSR, Incorporated 2008; Carlson 1998). This is a vital need for these 

children since these children often come from communities or families that lack positive 

figureheads. In their study of children with incarcerated mothers, Nesmith and Ruhland 

asked children who they looked up to or considered as role models. They found:   

some struggled with this question and concluded that they could not think 
of anyone they looked up to in their families, neighborhood or elsewhere 
in their lives. One child thought for a long time and finally said, ‘I don’t 
really have anybody to look up to. I have nobody to follow in their 
footsteps (Nesmith and Ruhland 2008: 1123). 
 

For this reason, many studies have found that children of incarcerated parents often find 

it helpful to connect with other children like them. For example, Nesmith and Ruhland 

found:  

about a quarter of them shared that they knew of other children with a 
parent in prison and had spoken with them about it. Some of them referred 
to that connection as a catalyst for a new friendship. One child remarked, 
‘well, my friend, his dad is in prison. That’s why we are such good 
friends. Everything is so similar about us.’…One teen girls described it 
much like finding another family member (Nesmith and Ruhland 2008: 
1123).  
 

 Programs, therefore, should not be created with the sole purpose of serving the needs of 

the mothers. As children of incarcerated parents are often considered forgotten by the 

greater judicial system, it is imperative that their needs are considered as, they too, can be 

dramatically impacted by the creation of programs.  

Prison’s Potential  

 In this chapter, prison has been portrayed as a space and institution that is 

antithetical to contemporary expectations of motherhood. The purpose of these sections 

was to present the research and thoughts from the women themselves that discuss the 
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challenges of mothering from prison. In turn, these challenges demonstrate a need and  a 

desire for prison programs that better serves the need of both incarcerated mothers and 

their children.  

However, prisons must also be noted as a place of potential for such programs and 

a space that can promote “good” mothering behavior. For example, prison can provide 

stability and security for mothers:  

prison may mitigate some of the external threats to the early parent-infant 
relationship for some of these families. It is a stable and predictable 
environment where mothers and babies are protected from other risk 
factors such as domestic violence, substance misuse, homelessness, and 
poverty… Prison staff may become a source of support and stability for 
the mothers (Sleed et al. 2013: 350).   
 
In fact, prison can be the place where some women first see their own potential 

for motherhood. In their study, Rose and Clear found that their “respondents reported that 

incarceration could lead ex-prisoners to make a positive change in their self-perceptions. 

Sometimes, residents believed, these changes could not have happened without the 

individual serving a prison sentence” (Rose and Clear 2003: 328). One mother, Beth, 

exemplifies this: “I was drinking and just relapsed. I was a prostitute, getting high and 

doing cocaine. My boyfriend was hitting me, too. So, I flagged down a car and got busted 

by the cops. I am happy to be here and knew that if I came here the baby would be OK” 

(Enos 2001: 104).  

In their article, Block and Potthast describe the prison paradox:  
 
Many mothers describe prison as oppressive, belittling, deprivation, and 
destructive of mother-child bonds. On the other hand, many women say 
that prison saved them, that their relationships with their children were 
jeopardized long before they came to prison, and that they have been able 
to understand themselves and improve their relationships with their 
children while in prison. It seems that both are true (quoted in Block and 
Potthast 1998: 2).   

 80 



 
Without the acknowledgement of prison’s potential, some may mistake prison as a place 

that does not even have the possibility of being compatible with “good” mothering. 

However, while prison can be a space of growth for prison mothers, much of their 

success depends on the institution itself, its willingness to work with the programs, and 

the resources available to the women. Mothering programs can tap into the potential of 

prisons and fill the needs of women and their children.  

In the next chapter, I focus on three prison programs and hope to demonstrate the 

ways in which they better meet the needs of inmate mothers. I also hope to show how the 

programs reinforce the “good” mothering narrative and conclude with the idea that  

prisons also challenge it by the very nature of allowing a stigmatized group of women to 

be considered as “good” mothers.  
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Chapter Four: A Look at Three Prison Programs for Mothers and their Children  

The scholarly research presented in the previous chapters is part of a growing 

discussion on the importance of programs for incarcerated mothers and their children; 

given the challenges of parenting from prison and mothers’ expressed desire for parenting 

programs, the criminal justice system in the United States is reexamining how to facilitate 

mother-child relationships.  Programs not only allow mothers to maintain contact with 

their children, but they also allow incarcerated women to potentially achieve the status of 

“good” mothers. In doing so, prisons recognize that just because women are convicted of 

crimes does not mean that they are inherently “bad” mothers. 

Moreover, prisons are realizing their potential to be transformative spaces for 

incarcerated women to become socially acceptable mothers and citizens. In fact, prison 

may be the only space where many convicted women are free to be mothers since they 

are protected from the pressures of joblessness, strained support networks, limited 

educational opportunities, and vulnerabilities of urban residence. That is, these women 

are provided with shelter, food, and medical care that can temporarily alleviate the stress 

of poverty. Albeit a challenging situation for inmates, prison can provide new 

opportunities through parenting and educational classes such as the chance to learn how 

to care for their infants according to most recent theories on child rearing and learning to 

build a support system with the other mothers. The women are also able to access 

resources such as doctors and materials. Finally, mothers are forced to recover from their 

addictions and provided with a guidance team to do so.  

In chapter two, I demonstrated that prisons without programs for parents can be 

an antithetical space to “good” mothering. However, I concluded chapter two with the 
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acknowledgement that prisons have the potential to be transformative. Indeed, some of 

the women’s accounts presented throughout this chapter demonstrate that many feel that 

prison has, in fact, saved them from the cycle of drug abuse, violence, and poverty, and, 

perhaps, allowed them to reclaim their identity and role as mothers.  In turn, prisons use 

their unique position as a space of potential transformation to perpetuate social 

expectations. As prisons are social institutions that function within cultural frameworks, 

it is unsurprising that prisons partake in the upholding of social constructions like that of 

the “good” mother.     

The context of the previous three chapters has established that incarcerated 

women are considered “bad” mothers both because they have deviated from the 

expectations of intensive mothering and because populations of incarcerated women, by 

and large, fit the criteria of the Welfare Queen, the quintessential “bad” mother. The 

belief that these women are “bad” ignores the fact that these women suffer from sexism 

and racism, and in turn, poverty as a result of structural violence; the very factors that 

often led to their incarceration. Although the dialogue that presents these women as 

“bad,” most incarcerated mothers feel shame over their behavior and wish to be better 

mothers.  

With this context as the backdrop, I now explore three prison programs: prison 

nurseries, Girls Scouts Beyond Bars, and Drew House. These three programs are diverse 

in their structure, their logistics, and their approach to promoting the mother-child 

relationship. Despite their differences, these programs are similar in their objectives and 

all three ultimately endorse the hegemonic expectations of “good” mothers. In this 

chapter I focus on specific cultural expectations of mothers. First, is the assumption that 
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mother love is natural and instinctual (as expressed through the Bonding Theory), which 

assumes that mothers should be the primary caretakers of their children and be up to date 

on the latest child rearing techniques. Second, I address the belief that mothers should be 

positive role models for their children. Finally, I discuss the expectation that mothers 

build a stable and secure home and provide a sense of stability and normalcy for their 

children. I use the three programs, prison nurseries, Girl Scout Beyond Bars, and Drew 

House respectively as examples of each of these three expectations.    

Background Information on Prison Nurseries, Girl Scout Beyond Bars, and Drew House   

Prison nursery programs allow incarcerated mothers to live with their babies 

while serving their sentences. The nurseries are created specifically for women who are 

pregnant upon their incarceration and have a release date within 18 months of the baby’s 

birth (Carlson 2001). In allowing mothers and their babies to live together, prison 

nurseries maintain the “normal” family arrangement that appears in contemporary U.S. 

society with the mother as the primary caretaker (Goshin and Byrne 2009). The primary 

purpose of many prison nurseries is to allow mothers and infants to bond despite 

incarceration with the belief that “secure attachment establishes a foundation for positive 

child development and may confer long-term resilience to this vulnerable population of 

children” (Goshin and Byrne 2009: 272).  

Prison nurseries are often paired with parenting classes as in the case of the 

Residential Parenting Program in Washington’s Corrections Center for Women. Thus, 

“prison nurseries have the potential to promote rehabilitation of incarcerated mothers, 

while also providing the physical closeness and supportive environment necessary for the 

development of secure attachment between mothers and their infants” (Goshin and Byrne 
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2009: 272). In this way, prison nurseries are often considered a “unique, bi-generational 

arrangement” (Goshin and Byrne 2009: 72) that promote the importance of mother-infant 

bonding and advocates contemporary expectations of mothers as the primary caregiver 

and role model while maintaining the punitive aspect of the mother’s incarceration.  

Prison nurseries are often mistaken as a new phenomenon, when, in actuality, the 

first prison nursery was created over a century ago in New York in 1901 in the Bedford 

Hills Reformatory for women; after which, they became quite common in the 1920s and 

1930s (Goshin and Byrne 2009; Kauffman 2002; Davis 2011). However, during Nixon’s 

campaign for “tough on crime” policies, prison nurseries fell to the wayside to 

accommodate a more punitive criminal justice system (Davis 2011). Those in opposition 

to prison nurseries argued that they distracted from the inmates punishment and focused 

too much on rehabilitation (Carlson 2009). Still others argued that incarcerated women 

were not suitable mothers and should therefore be separated from their babies (Carlson 

2009).  

For these reasons, prison nurseries disappeared in the majority of U.S. prisons. 

However, research findings demonstrate they have positive outcomes (mothers who 

participated in the program were less likely to be repeat offenders, were measured to have 

a strengthened bond with their child, and expressed a new sense of confidence as 

mothers) for both mother and child. These findings have motivated more prisons to 

incorporate prison nurseries: “as of August 2008, eight states provide prison nursery 

programs in at least one of their women’s facilities: California, Indiana, Illinois, 

Nebraska, New York, Ohio, South Dakota, and Washington State” (Goshin and Byrne 
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2009: 273). Still, by and large, women prisons are severely lacking in mother-infant 

accommodations.   

Girl Scouts Beyond Bars (GSBB) combines traditional Girl Scout beliefs and 

structure with an additional component: prison mothers. In this program, prison mothers 

form their own kind of troop where they, like their daughters, take classes and learn Girl 

Scout values such as confidence, honesty, and thoughtfulness. While traditional troops 

focus on the success of troop girls, this program also focuses on providing help and 

workshops for mothers. Thus, this is a multilayered program, as it is comprised of a troop 

for daughters, a troop for mothers, and the time where mothers and daughters work on the 

health of their relationship together within prison walls.  

The girls have in-community meetings and activities every Saturday. Separately, 

the mothers meet for “in-prison enrichment activities” and parenting classes about once a 

month (CSR Incorporated 2008: vi). The program brings mother and daughter together 

every other Saturday at the prison, where meetings are typically held in the gym (CSR 

Incorporated 2008). The two-hour meetings begin with the mother and daughter having 

fifteen minutes of private and free conversation, after which scouts regroup for the Girl 

Scout Pledge and structured activities (Block and Potthast 1998; CSR Incorporated 

2008). The program is unique in the fact that it provides door-to-door transportation to 

and from the prison (Block and Potthast 1998). This greatly alleviates stress on the 

caretakers and allows girls who could not otherwise visit their mothers. 

 While GSBB programs vary from state to state (Block and Potthast 1998), the 

core objective for all programs is:  

To provide enhanced visiting between mothers and daughters so as to 
preserve or enhance the mother-daughter relationship, to reduce the stress 
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of separation, to enhance the daughter’s sense of self, to reduce 
reunification problems, and, ultimately, to help decrease the likelihood of 
the mother’s failure in the community (Block and Potthast 1998: 3).   
 

This objective statement reflects that this program embodies Girl Scout values, but still 

acknowledges that it is dealing with two distinct populations that have unique needs. The 

first GSBB program began in 1992 when the Girl Scouts of Central Maryland partnered 

with Maryland’s Correctional Institution for Women (Block and Potthast 1988; CSR 

Incorporated 2008). Since the initial program, which remains a model for other programs 

around the country, studies have found positive results. In particular, participants state 

that they have a stronger and more trusting mother-daughter relationship (Block and 

Potthast 1998). According to the Girl Scouts Website, today there are 37 different troops 

across twenty-five states (https://www.girlscouts.org/).  

Drew House, a New York program based in Brooklyn, is exceptional in the fact 

that it allows women to serve their sentences outside of prison: “some prisons allow 

women to keep their infants with them, and some drug treatment programs allow 

children, but no other program allows women arrested on other felonies to live with their 

children instead of prison” (Long 2012). Drew House is a unique diversion program that 

allows women with children to carry out their sentences in a community-based home. If 

women abide by Drew House rules and complete their court-ordered requirements, all 

chargers are dropped and they do not have to complete their sentence in jail (Long 2012; 

Robbins 2011). However, failure to fulfill these criteria means that they are re-

incarcerated and given maximum sentencing (Long 2012).  

 If admitted to the program, women are given their own apartment in the house 

where they can live with their children. The house is comprised of five apartments (for 
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five different families), a common office space and backyard, and an apartment for the 

live-in house manager (Byrne 2013). The house manager lives with the women full-time 

and a tenet services coordinator, employment specialist, and a family therapist work with 

each of the women (Kings Country District Attorney’s Office n.d.). Aside from providing 

resources and help to the women, these leaders also act as positive, proactive, and 

supportive role models (Byrne 2013). 

Drew House was eight years in the making and only recently opened its doors in 

2008. Brooklyn district attorney, Charles J. Hynes, pioneered the house’s development 

and named it after his mother who was a victim of domestic violence (Byrne et al. 2013; 

Long 2012). In the initial phases of Drew House, a substantial effort was made to educate 

attorneys, judges, and others involved in the criminal justice system on the house’s 

potential as a diversion program (Byrne et al. 2013). This was vital since “cases were 

sometimes complex with civil and criminal components, and there was often a critical 

window of opportunity within which to offer and implement the Drew House option” 

(Byrne et al. 2013: 3). As the criminal justice system gained familiarity with the house, it 

has become a very viable and respected option for selected mothers.  

Prison Nurseries: Promoting the Bonding Theory & Proper Rearing Techniques 

“Holly [a prison mom]: Does this baby know his mom? Lonnie [another prison mom]: Of 
course he does. Babies have a sense. They always know their mothers. Didn’t you know 
that? Holly: I did, but I just wanted to hear it again” (Enos 2001: 105).  
 

Some mothers claim that the “magic” of motherhood begins when women hold 

their child for the first time; when they look into the face of their newborn and fall in 

love. This moment has become a cliché in American society. It demonstrates the saliency 

of the belief that the first moments after a baby’s birth, mothers tap into their natural and 
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instinctual love: “love or ‘bonding’ occurs over the period of time immediately after 

birth” (Pollock 2003: 139). In this way, bonding and love are often conflated as the same 

phenomenon. As mentioned in chapter one, this idea first appears in the 1970s when two 

pediatricians, John Kennel and Marshal Klaus, capitalized on the idea to promote the 

bonding theory, which stated that mother-child bonding is essential for the development 

of the baby. Although at the time such findings were suspicious due to questionable 

research techniques, the idea has flourished and more studies support it with new 

evidence:  

There is biological evidence to indicate that the hormones released with 
breastfeeding actually influence the development of loving feelings of the 
mother toward the infant. There is a lot of evidence to indicate that the 
mere closeness and responding to the needs of the infant create the ‘bond’ 
or maternal love that characterizes healthy mother-child relationships 
(Pollock 2003: 139).  
 

Such research presents the “natural” bond and love between the mother and child as 

instinctual, an organic reaction within all mothers.  

 In turn, such research has promoted the idea that this bond is essential for a 

child’s long-term development. For example, research has “identified the first eighteen 

months of a child’s life as one of the most developmentally important [as] it is when a 

child forms an attachment with a primary caregiver, and learns to develop trust with the 

people and society that surrounds them” (Davis 2001: 14). When this initial bond occurs, 

babies are more likely  “to have developed positive attachment in his or her emotional 

centers of the brain” (Davis 2011: 14).  

Research suggests that separation not only has long-term consequences on the 

child’s development, but also makes it significantly harder for mothers to bond with their 

child (Pollock 2003: 139). If mothers are unable to bond with their children, then it is 
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believed that they will not assume their role as primary caretakers after their release 

(Carlson 2001). Instead, the mother may be inclined to “leave the child in the custody of 

a substitute caregiver. These children then are left to grow up feeling abandoned by 

mothers who do not want them, thus causing another set of problems for the individual, 

the community, and potentially the criminal justice system” (Carlson 2001: 77). It is 

interesting that children separated from their mothers are predicted to be larger problems 

in society.  

Such presumptions, which dates back to notions that mothers were suppose to 

stay at home to care for their children, support the notion that the mother is more suitable 

for the role of primary caretaker as opposed to fathers or grandparents. Today, this 

expectation continues to be supported by science. According to some studies:  

The loss of the mother or primary caregiver will result in whining, crying, 
aggressive behavior reflecting anxiety and distress, perhaps aggression in 
toilet training, and delayed development in verbal skills. If the separation 
occurs during the ages of 6 to 10, there may be learning problems, the 
child may become withdrawn and have sleeping problems (Pollock 2003: 
138).  
 

Some research even goes so far as to suggest that “child abuse is more frequent among 

those mother-child pairs that experience such a separation” (Pollock 2003: 139). 

Prison is typically seen as a space that threatens the bond between mothers and 

children. This is because, as discussed in chapter three, standard procedure in U.S. 

prisons calls for the separation of mother and child upon the newborn’s birth. Many 

sentenced women are faced with the prospect of being separated from their children as 

pregnancy among inmate women is more prevalent than many realize: “a 2004 

survey…indicated that 4.1 percent of female state inmates and 2.9 percent of federal 

inmates were pregnant at the time of confinement” (Carlson 2009: 17). And yet, many 
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incarcerated mothers are well aware of both the narrative that their children will share a 

special connection with their mothers, as demonstrated by the exchange between Lonnie 

and Holly above, and the idea that their babies will suffer as a result of the separation.   

With the negative consequences of separation in mind, prison nurseries are, first 

and foremost, centered around the promotion of mother-child bonding. For example, the 

importance of mother-child bonding is demonstrated by a prison nursery program in 

Ohio’s Reformatory for Women: “as the official ‘Program Rationale’ states: ‘Child 

development experts have long identified that certain development tasks must be 

achieved through bonding or serious and intractable ramifications for the child will 

result’” (quoted in Kauffman 2002: 20-2). Thus, the structure of prison nurseries revolves 

around providing a space where women can raise their babies: women are given their 

own room that averages about ten feet by ten feet and has a crib, a rocking chair, storage 

bins and a locker (Stein 2010). It is important to note that providing women with the 

physical space and provisions needed to be a mom not only encourages bonding, but also 

works within the ideological belief that mothers are suppose to provide a safe space for 

their children. In a prison setting, such a space is as close to a home these babies will 

have.  

Parenting classes on child-rearing techniques further support the promotion of the 

bonding theory. Investing in the care of the baby not only encourages these women to 

bond with their babies and be responsible for them, but also promotes the idea that 

mothers must be up-to-date on appropriate child-rearing techniques. Moreover, since 

prison mothers often come from impoverished environments, it is widely believed that 

prison mothers have never learned appropriate mothering skills required for the healthy 
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development of a newborn (Carlson 2009). With basic supplies provided for them, 

classes hope for parental transformation: “it is hoped that, through proper training and 

education of the mother while in confinement, she will become a more responsible and 

self-reliant parent, thus keeping her child from entering into a delinquent lifestyle” 

(Carlson 2001: 84).   

When talking about the classes,  

Mothers acknowledge particular subjects upon which they had been 
specifically coached, to include skills like how ‘not to use road blocks for 
the children. And how to use ‘I’-statements instead of ‘you,’ to talk to 
your kid (Jasmin), or ‘how to discipline, and what to discipline’ (Abby). 
Parenting lessons even regressed as far as explaining basic nurturing 
skills: ‘I’ve learned about finding out why he’s crying, why he’s upset’ 
(Karina). Almost all of the interviewees identified patience and positive 
discipline as central to the parenting philosophy of the program (Davis 
2011: 45).  
 

Mothers also attend well-being programs that can include counseling, nutritional 

guidance, “education regarding self-care, self-esteem, positive discipline, nutrition, and 

other skills related to parenting and family life” (Davis 2011: 18). Some prison nursery 

programs also require that mothers complete their GED (Carlson 2009). While mothers 

are in their classes, the babies are taken care of by other participating mothers, “trained 

inmate caregivers, or staff in the unit’s childcare center” (Kauffman 2002: 20-2).  

Through these classes, prison programs reproduce and encourage adherence to dominant 

child-rearing techniques that appear in contemporary parenting literature and scientific 

studies (as explored in chapter one). 

Moreover, the information taught to the mothers reflects a specific narrative. This 

narrative is based on contemporary expectations and current child-rearing techniques of 

which “good” mothers should be aware. The promotion of the specific narrative 
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demonstrates how prison nurseries are influenced by outside social constructions and 

how they, in turn, perpetuate them. The main expectation of “good” mothers that prisons 

perpetuate is the belief that it is fundamental that mothers and children bond within the 

first moments after birth. This belief is supported by theories of instinctual and natural 

mother love, which benefits the child’s development. Also presented in this theory is the 

idea that children who are separated from their mothers are at-risk of becoming socially 

deviant because they lack the care and affection of their mother. The ultimate hope, then, 

of prison nurseries is that mothers will be released from prison and embody their role as a 

mother equipped with the parenting skills that will allow them to raise a socially 

acceptable and developmentally “normal” child.  

Girl Scout Beyond Bars and the Promotion of Positive Role Modeling  

  As presented throughout this thesis, one of the central concerns for the children 

of incarcerated women is that they will follow in their mothers’ footsteps. A mother’s 

incarceration is seen as linked with her children’s incarceration perhaps because of the 

expectation that mothers act as role models and the main socializing agents for their 

children. Presumably, then, if the mother is a social deviant by way of crime, her children 

are more likely to also pursue a life of crime. My thesis has demonstrated that this 

assumption is more layered and complex than the way it appears in society. However, it 

remains a central fear to society and the Girl Scouts Beyond Bars Program:  

Beyond Bars aims to keep the girls from following in their mothers’ 
footsteps. ‘We talk about making decisions for life, taking responsibility 
for your actions,’ says Gloria Miller, program leader…she says Beyond 
Bars has had a positive impact on the entire troop. ‘I know that if two of 
my girls weren’t here, they would be in gangs’ (Conover 1997: 2). 
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Thus, the program functions on the belief that despite the challenges of poverty, violence, 

drug use, mental illness, and physical or emotional abuse so often experienced by 

children of incarcerated parents (CSR Incorporated 2008), their mother’s lack of 

“presence to a greater or lesser extent in a child’s life does not inevitably doom the child 

to a life of crime and imprisonment” (CSR Incorporated 2008: 13) as long as mothers are 

given the skills to make better decisions. For this reason, the program is focused on 

establishing positive role modeling behavior in mothers as well as giving girl scouts the 

confidence to make positive decisions so that in turn, they both feel empowered to lead a 

better life. 

 Every other Saturday the girl and mother troops meet together in the prison gym 

and participate in structured activities such as making badges and creating projects 

around a designated theme (Block and Potthast 1998). These structured activities provide 

an avenue for the main purpose of these meetings: to discuss challenging issues that 

many young girls face (Block and Potthast 1998). These discussions tend to get at the 

heart of some of the potential challenges facing the girls. Such topics include teen 

pregnancy prevention, handling family crisis and relationships, sex education, and 

establishing healthy nutritional habits and physical fitness (Block and Potthast 1998; CSR 

Incorporated 2008; Moses 1995).  Conversations also focus on “issues such as self-

esteem, respect for self and others, making positive and healthy decisions…substance use 

and substance abuse prevention, personal safety, money management” (CSR 

Incorporated: 59). As discussed in chapter three, prison mothers often feel excluded from 

major decisions in their children’s lives. These discussions allow mothers and daughters 

to talk about difficult topics and, in doing so, often reestablish the connection of trust 
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between them. Most importantly, they provide mothers with the opportunity to act as 

guides for their daughters.   

 The program facilitates such discussions in a way that ensures that mothers are 

giving the proper and socially appropriate advice. For example, in one meeting, “each girl 

anonymously submitted a ‘Dear Abby’ letter in which she asked a question or expressed 

a concern about drug abuse. The troop then discussed, as a group, the advice they would 

give for each letter and the reason for their answers” (Moses: 1995 124). Anonymity 

allows girls to write on whatever topic and allows for mothers to answer more 

objectively. Working together, mothers and girls are able to come up with the most 

socially acceptable way to handle the situation. Moreover, the fact that these discussions 

are mediated by Girl Scout leaders ensures that the responses and reactions are 

appropriate.  As mothers learn the appropriate reactions and responses, they are able to 

advise their daughters and help them navigate tricky situations in the future. 

 One volunteer, Deborah Pierson-Agbebakun, saw the effects these discussions 

had on one mother who was able to use the lessons she learned from them to be a better 

mother. Pierson-Agbebakun explains:  

Late last year in one session we did a role-play…In one scenario a mother 
had to respond to a telephone call from her daughter who said that she was 
pregnant. Later a teenage daughter in the program did call to tell her 
mother that she was 3 months pregnant. Obviously, the mother was upset, 
but she said that the role-play she observed earlier helped her respond 
appropriately (Moses 1995: 6).  
 

Appropriate reactions allow these mothers to better maintain their relationship 

because it relieves some of the tension inherent in challenges such as the one 

above. In turn, the long-term health of the mother-child relationship prospers and 

these mothers return to their traditional role as advisor.   
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Outside of joint meetings, mothers and daughters are separately coached in 

learning to make better decisions. For daughters, this is achieved through the promotion 

of positive behavior, which includes:  “girls who share, compliment others, and do 

anything positive that the staff want to recognize. Staff reward the girls with ‘superstar 

dollars’—play money that can be used to shop from a basket of small items, like pencils” 

(CSR Incorporated 2008: 66). What good behavior looks like is defined by the program 

(and influenced by society at large), which works to instill the Girl Scout values. These 

values are reflective of the Girl Scout law, which states:  

I will do my best to be  honest and fair, friendly and helpful, considerate 
and caring, courageous and strong, and responsible for what I say and do 
and to respect myself and others, respect authority, use resources wisely, 
make the world a better place, and be a sister to every Girl Scout 
(https://www.girlscouts.org/).  
 

 Program leaders also use the time in the van to and from the prison to impart 

values. For example, “when [program leaders] pick up the girls with the van they ask 

them if they ate breakfast. A girl may say, ‘No, Dad was sleeping,’ in which case the staff 

will tell her that even though Dad is sleeping she can make herself a sandwich for 

breakfast” (CSR Incorporated 2008: 66). In asking the girls such a simple question, 

program leaders are uncovering deeper problems within the home and perhaps within the 

girl herself. That is, making breakfast may have been a role that the girl’s mother played 

before she was incarcerated and now that the mother is absent the daughter might have 

many mornings where she leaves the house unfed. Moreover, traditionally the mother 

may have been the person to show her how to make a sandwich and help her realize her 

own potential. Now, the program helps daughters gain the confidence to take care of 

themselves. One mother who participated in the Hawaii GSBB program reflected: “I am 
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thankful that my daughter is in this Girl Scout program, not just because I get to see her 

once a month, but because Girl Scouts is giving her skills she needs so that she does not 

follow the same path I took that got me in jail” (Soltes 2012: 13).  

For the mothers, learning positive role modeling often includes taking parenting 

and educational classes that are also offered through the program. One mother explains 

how she used the educational classes not only to earn her GED, but to also send a positive 

message to her daughter: “I have continued in school. I got my GED and sent the 

certification home to my daughter. She sees that I didn’t quit. She sees me striving” (CSR 

Incorporated 2008: 53). 

Mothers also help plan the troop meetings in the prison and take leadership roles 

in running activities. Playing such an involved role in the program allows mothers to 

show their daughters their capability:  

An experienced mother, who has been a part of the GSBB program since 
its inception, said, ‘the children learn leadership. Children see their mom 
as a leader and then children lead.’ It is important for the mothers to lead 
by example: ‘the children watch me do things,’ one mother said. 
‘Everything didn’t just stop with incarceration’ (CSR Incorporated 2008: 
53).  
 

Thus, mothers act as role models both directly and indirectly. Directly, the mothers are 

guiding their daughters through conversations on the challenges of growing up. 

Indirectly, they are showing their children that they can be leaders. As one GSBB mother 

said of the program: “It’s an opportunity to show children that you did something wrong, 

but now you can do right” (CSR Incorporated 2008: 53).  

Drew House: Creating Normalcy Through the Building of the Home & Community 

Connections  
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“Women of Drew House describe the program as “‘a miracle,’ ‘an opportunity to turn my 
life around,’ and ‘a blessing’…‘a home’” (Byrne 2013: 4).  
 
A recent article paints the scene of Drew House, located in Brownsville, Brooklyn:  
 

The four-story maroon building was bustling on a recent school day. A 
handful of small children in yellow and blue uniforms tumbled into the 
ground floor office, plopped down backpacks and said hello to the house 
manager. The kids raced to the backyard to play on the swing set near a 
garden of herbs and vegetables, tossing a basketball, and trying to be 
gentle with a small tabby cat that’s taken up residence. Some of the moms 
joked nearby (Long 2012).  
 

The most striking aspect of this description is the normalcy of the scene. It is reminiscent 

of the American cliché that flourished in the 1950s with the suburban home and continues 

to be important today: a happy and busy family, a lovely home and big yard with room to 

play. Indeed, Drew House is organized around many of the qualities that are valued most 

in American families: involved and affectionate parents, familial closeness, stability and 

security.  

 Drew House’s approach to creating this sense of normalcy begins within the 

ideology of the home. In chapter one, I discussed how it is the duty of the “good” mother 

to create a stable and secure home. Obviously, for incarcerated women, creating a home 

is not very feasible in prison. Even in prison nurseries, “homes” for the women are 

confined within the prison walls and, as discussed in chapter three, are often shaped and 

constricted by prison rules. For this reason, many parents and researchers believe that 

prison is an antithetical space to the home and worry that prison is potentially harmful to 

the development of children (Kauffman 2002). Drew House, therefore, begins with 

removing the prison setting altogether.  

 Instead, Drew House houses five apartments that are big enough for children of 

the families to have their own rooms, complete with a play structure in the back yard, 
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bedrooms decorated with posters, and even video games for the kids (Robbins 2011; 

Long 2012). With the physical space of the home established, mothers are relieved of the 

pressure of physically providing for their children. Shelter, safety, security, food, and 

amenities are all included in the program. This stability alleviates prison mothers of the 

unrealistic economic expectation of “good” mothers.  

Another component of creating a sense of home and normalcy is establishing 

connections within the community. As the house is located within a residential 

neighborhood, the women of Drew House are encouraged to use local day cares, health 

services, and educational and vocational opportunities (Goshin and Bryne 2011). All the 

children of Drew House attend nearby schools,  “receive medical care and tutoring—and 

are given a sense of stability and safety” (Long 2012). It is important to note that despite 

the fact that Drew House “resides in a residential area and lacks the high-security of a 

prison, the women have not posed any threat to public safety” (Byrne 2013: 3). Since 

these women often come from impoverished communities that are inundated with 

violence and crime, removing negative influences and replacing them with positive ones 

motivates the women to strive to be accepted by the community. Becoming involved in 

the community exposes them to the American suburbia that appeared in the 1950s, the 

quintessential space of security, home comfort, and “normal” American life (Coontz 

1997).  

 Providing the physical home and establishing connections allows incarcerated 

women to pursue personal development so that they can grow to be “better” mothers. 

While living in the house, women must complete court order mandates, “parenting 

classes, job training and therapy” (Long 2012) and they “must make weekly visits to 
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treatment monitors and monthly visits to their supervising judge” (Robbins 2011). Such 

classes guide the women to being more socially acceptable mothers as they learn the 

skills and lessons that society deems appropriate for “good” mothers.  

Other than these commitments, however, women are very independent and can 

leave the house as long as they sign in and out and are back by curfew “which starts at 

7:00 and increases the longer they live there” (Robbins 2011). Unlike prison, which 

mothers felt limited in their ability to employ learned parenting techniques, this freedom 

allows women to utilize and practice newly acquired parenting skills. This responsibility 

is especially achievable because of the support the mothers receive from the program 

staff. One interviewer explains that leaders and participants “are engaging in mentoring 

peer to peer rather than top down…[and] are supporting each others larger professional 

and societal goals, cheerleading, and sharing” (Byrne 2013: 6). This exercise in trust 

gives responsibility to the mothers. This responsibility is manageable since the women 

are removed from the economic and familial stressors that may have lead to their 

incarceration.  

Most of all, the program allows these women to be mothers. In establishing a 

stable home, a routine for themselves and their children, and a sense of community, this 

house creates a sense of what “normal” life is “suppose” to be. Nothing about the house 

indicates that it is the home to five women who are have been convicted for crimes such 

as drug and weapon possession and assault (Robbins 2011). One mother expresses her 

gratitude of the life that Drew House gave her children. She says, “they’re living life how 

a kid is supposed to live” (Robbins 2011).  
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Olgita, a current resident, tells her story about how the Drew House helped save 

her and her children. Olgita was arrested for weapon possession at age twenty four when 

her youngest child was a week old (Hartogs 2013). She remembers, “when I got arrested, 

I was crying every night…I was so worried about my kids, they depended on me, they 

asked for me every day. I can’t be apart from them” (Hartogs 2013). Now she continues 

to live in the Drew House with her children, aged eight, seven, and two, while studying 

for her GED. Her dream is to go to college. She says, “[the house] makes me feel 

independent. Like I can make decisions on my own, raise my kids…I can’t imagine it any 

other way now” (Hartogs 2013).   

Drew House acts as space of support and transition between prison and “real” life. 

All prison programs that facilitate the mother-child connections work to improve the 

relationship with the goal (like those of the of all prison programs examined) that the 

mother will assume her “proper” position as the primary caretaker of her children. 

However, no other program better provides mothers with a home, a community, and the 

opportunity to practice being a “good” mom in the world outside of prison. In turn, Drew 

House infuses stability, security, and motherly warmth, into the lives of prison women. In 

this way, the picture of normalcy is built into the program. In doing so, mothers have an 

idea of how to establish a “good” and “normal” American family upon their release.   

Fulfilling the Criteria: Who has the Potential To Be A Good Mom  

 In order to participate in the programs, mothers must fulfill strict criteria. A 

careful screening process begs the question: do all prison mothers have the potential to be 

“good,” or just those that have specific qualifications? Do the programs use the criteria as 

a way of sorting out the potential “good” moms from those that are “beyond help?”   
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 Women hoping to participate in prison nursery programs “must not have an 

extensive history of violence and prior convictions of child abuse…[and] must sign a 

program agreement stating she will be the primary caregiver of the child upon release and 

complete prenatal and Lamaze classes before the birth of the child” (Carlson 1998: 75). 

Likewise, Girl Scout Beyond Bars requires that the mother: “not have any pending 

charges or convictions for crimes against children; meet behavior qualifications or remain 

on ‘good status’ as specified by the prison; complete an application and be incident free 

for a specific period to time; and take parenting classes” (CSR Incorporated 2008: 35).  

 For Drew House, mothers that are seen as good candidates for the program are 

chosen by outside officials (Long 2011). Thus, in many ways mothers for Drew House 

are subjectively chosen. Convicted mothers who appear to have the potential for being a 

“good” mother must rely on a few individuals in charge of the selecting process and their 

subjective understanding of the qualities that make a “good” mother.   

 The fact that these women are not allowed to have been convicted of violent 

crimes seems to indicate that women who have done so are not considered to have the 

potential to be “good” mothers, even if their violent behavior was in self defense or 

completely unrelated to their child. Does society believe that violence is antithetical to 

“good” mothering regardless of the context in which it happens? What if a mother was 

acting violently in order to protect her child? Violence as a marker for “good” or “bad” 

mothers without specific context seems problematic because it leaves out the nuances that 

many of these mothers deserve.  

 Another problematic qualification is that women hoping to participate in prison 

nursery programs must agree to be the primary caretaker after their release. Does this 
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mean that mothers who are planning on sharing custody with their children’s father are 

not allowed to participate?  Criterion reflects the program’s agenda of molding these 

mothers to society’s expectations of “good” mothers; in this case, it is the belief that a 

mother’s job is to be the primary caretaker. Moreover, this criterion demonstrates that 

being a “good” mother is an “all-or-nothing” role. A “good” mother cannot also be a 

mother who shares her duties with someone else.    

 Once women meet basic criteria, there is still a careful selection process to choose 

the best fitted women to participate. For example, prison nursery programs delve deeper 

into the women’s past: “to evaluate a woman’s fitness for inclusion in the program, 

administrators might conduct a detailed investigation into the woman’s family history, 

her conduct while incarcerated, and the circumstances described in her pre-sentence 

investigation” (Fearn and Parker 2004: 40). Given that these women often come from 

troubled pasts and high-risk communities, using their personal background to filter 

“good” and “bad” moms seems to be problematic. Intrinsically linking a woman to her 

past glosses over personal attributes such as determination, hard-working, and 

affectionate that actually support the “good” mother construct.  

 How each of the programs interacts with the space of the prison is also indicative 

of their attitudes toward women who are not in the program. Arguably, the Drew House 

program would not function within prison facilities; however, it is important to consider 

the fact that prison mothers accepted into the program are completely removed from 

other incarcerated women and have almost no interaction with them. Women of Drew 

House seem to have a separate status as mothers in the program that distinguishes them 

from the “regular” incarcerated mothers. Mothers of Drew House are given more 
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responsibility, trust, and freedom than incarnated mothers even though they have often 

committed similar (and no less severe) criminal acts.  

This divide is more apparent among the programs that take place within the 

prisons. The exclusion of some women can create an us vs. them dynamic. For example, 

some prison nursery units are separated from the rest of the prison:   

[T]he ORW [Ohio Reformatory for Women] unit discourages all contact 
between babies in the nursery and inmates outside it, except for trained 
child care workers. The rule book given mothers stipulates, ‘all areas 
designated for children and where children are congregated are off limits 
to ALL inmates except the program mothers and the inmate caregivers. 
The main institution is off limits to infants at ALL times’ (Kauffman 
2002: 20-5).  
 

This excerpt demonstrates that inmates outside the program are seen as potentially 

dangerous, even those that are mothers, but who were not accepted (or who had not 

applied) to the program. Given the strict criteria of the program and the coveted status as 

a mother, this division can be construed as the separation of the “potentially good moms” 

from the “forever bad” moms.  

When Does a “Bad” Mother Turn “Good?”  

 In all of these programs, there is the question of knowing when a mother is ready 

to leave the program. Sometimes this is dictated by a woman’s release date. However, 

some programs have actual measurements to account for improvement. For example, in 

prison nursery programs, mothers must pass with at least an 80% in the parenting classes 

(Carlson 2001). In this case, mothers literally have to pass the “good” mother test.  

 Other markers of improvement come from the mothers’ reflections on their own 

improvement.  Some women attributed personal changes to the self-help and educational 

classes (Davis 2011). For example, Abby, a mother, praises the effectiveness of the 
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parenting classes:  

Oh my god, I’ve learned so, so, so much. So much! Not just about myself, 
but like, childcare? I’ve learned so much from Early Head Start. Like the 
do’s and the don’ts, good and bad, normal things for kids and not normal 
things. I’ve learned so much, like with parenting. I’ve taken, um, two 
parenting classes. And then I’ve taken little shorter sessions, of like, one 
topic things. Like workshops and stuff like that (Davis 2011: 45).  
 

According to one study examining the effectiveness of the prison nursery program at the 

Nebraska Center for Women, “one hundred percent of the inmates said the parenting 

classes had helped and should be required” and that other states should develop prison 

nurseries (Carlson 1998: 79). One mother states, “I thought I was bad because…the way I 

was doing it was wrong. It wasn’t that I was wrong, I just hadn’t been taught how” 

(Thompson and Harm 2000: 73). This woman felt that she had gained new skills from 

parenting classes that will now allow her to be a better mother.  

 Often, this new sense of confidence is confirmed in the interactions mothers have 

with their children. For example, a GSBB mother states: “I am able to talk to my children 

without going off. I am able to actually be there for them and listen and understand their 

needs, wants, fears, and goals they want to achieve” (Soltes 2012: 16). GSBB Mothers 

and daughters felt that their relationship was strengthened perhaps because mothers and 

daughters were able to discuss difficult topics together, but they were also able to find 

closure around the mother’s incarceration: “the survey data indicated that girls and the 

mothers felt that the girls had had the opportunity to resolve issues related to their 

mothers’ incarceration” (CSR Incorporated 2008: 16). 

Studies on the programs have revealed that, by and large, these programs have 

achieved their goal of transforming these women into competent mothers. This feeling is 

expressed by outside investigators, observing staff, and participating mothers. Studies on 
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prison nurseries have shown that mothers who participate in the program tend to have 

“stronger bonds with their child, better self-reported parenting skills, decreased rates of 

misconduct while incarcerated, and diminished rates of drug usage five years post 

incarceration” (Davis 2011: 16). In a study on the Nebraska Center for Women, 73 

percent felt a stronger bond with their child having participated in the program; more than 

half felt better prepared to be a working mother post incarceration and felt that they had 

better self-esteem and confidence (Carlson 1998).  

Likewise, a three-year longitudinal study on the effectiveness of the girl GSBB 

program found that the mothers’ behavior changed as a result of their participation in the 

program. As mentioned above, to begin with, mothers were only allowed to participate in 

the program if they maintain good behavior. If the correctional authorities’ threats to 

maintain this good behavior weren’t enough, their daughters’ threat certainly had an 

impact. One girl “in a Beyond Bars program in Florida went to see her mother, but her 

mother was in ‘lock down’ for misbehaving. Her daughter let her know that if that ever 

happened again, she didn’t want to come back. It didn’t” (Conover 1997: 2). In addition, 

mothers also reported feeling less anxious about their daughters (Hufft 1999). Apart from 

seeing them more frequently, “this was due to two factors: decreased performance of 

disturbing behavior on the part of the girls, and increased understanding of girl’s behavior 

on the part of the mother” (Hufft 1999: 48). These positive findings demonstrate the 

potential of prison programs such as GSBB to facilitate the building of mother-child 

relationships despite incarceration.   

 A study on Drew House found that most of the women had finished their court 

mandates with two women still working towards that goal (Byrne 2013). All but one had 
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found stable homes, and had not been arrested again (Long 2012). Also, their children 

continued to attend school (Long 2012). 

I have chosen to focus on how prison nurseries support the bonding theory, how 

GSBB supports positive role modeling, and how Drew House works to create a picture of 

what “normal” life looks like. However, each program also supports the notion that 

“good” mothers are physically close to their children, act as the primary social guides, 

and provide stability and security for them. Moreover, each of these programs provide 

women with the basic necessities they need while alleviating the stress of providing for 

their children. In doing so, these mothers are able to focus on the qualities and the skills, 

rather than the physical materials, involved in being a “good” mom. In this way, prison, 

through programs, provides a space for mothers to be mothers.  

From “Bad” to “Good:” Challenging the Narrative  
 
Alicia: “Good moms are always there. I mean, that’s the only thing I can choose to do for 
my kids, is just be there every time I can. And this program definitely gives me that 
chance. It gives me every opportunity to go to all the classes, get pamphlets, the books, 
the support” (Davis 2012: 45).  
 

Outside society, which may have assumed Alicia’s incarceration was indicative of 

bad mothering, may now assess Alicia as a “good” mother since her rhetoric embodies 

the expectations of “good” mothering. Alicia’s comment demonstrates an adherence to 

intensive mothering; she feels that she has gained the skills and learned the latest 

information so that she can be the best mother she can be to her child. Providing mothers 

with the skills they need to become “good” mothers and socially acceptable women, 

prisons not only adhere to the “good” mothering narrative, but also challenges it. It 

cannot be ignored that in the eyes of society, prison programs take previously stigmatized 

mothers and transform “bad” moms into “good” ones. What “good” looks like is defined 
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by the social construction of “good” mothers, which has been molded and sculpted for 

the past two centuries. However, in “transforming” women, they challenge the idea that 

some women are inherently, and forever, “bad.”  

This is the prison paradox: prisons stigmatize mothers and in many ways threaten 

the mother-child relationship. However, through programs, prisons also become spaces of 

transformation. I have explained how prison nurseries, Girl Scouts Beyond Bars, and 

Drew House guide incarcerated mothers, a group socially deemed deviant, to becoming 

“good” mothers. Study results on each of these programs demonstrate that by the end of 

the program, incarcerated women feel more confident with their identity and role as 

mothers. Confidence in their role as mothers, can ease their reintegration into society 

because they are adhering to the ideals of “good” mothering.  

However, without some of the provisions provided by prison, these mothers might 

not succeed in fulfilling the ideals for very long. That is, if they are still battling the 

structural poverty, discrimination, and violence around them, these women may find 

themselves in desperate situations once again. Thus, the issue of helping incarcerated 

mothers cannot be permanently fixed through programs, but rather through a 

restructuring of institutional oppression.   
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Conclusion 
 
One prison mother, Delany, holds back tears while she says quietly, “A good mom can be 
anybody. It really could be. You know, you can’t look at somebody and say, ‘they’re a 
good mom,’ and then look at their sentence and say, ‘no, they’re not.’ You know, just 
about what they do or what their past is? You can’t do that” (Davis 2011: 80).  
 

Delany’s comment gets at the crux of this thesis. My thesis is meant to challenge 

and complicate American cultural narratives of motherhood that sort the “good” from the 

“bad.” The saliency of the mothering narrative is dangerous for several reasons. Firstly, it 

creates a strong current of ideological binaries of “good” vs. “bad” and “us” vs. “them” 

that is difficult to challenge if we do not look below the surface. As discussed in chapter 

one, ideology is a powerful force that is fundamental in shaping our attitudes towards 

others. It is easy for society to accept the assumption “she is a ‘bad’ mom because she is 

in prison” as a fact. This is because the underlying belief that prison is antithetical to 

motherhood and that “good” mothers are not also criminals appears so obvious in our 

social psyche that we skim over important considerations such as the hardships of those 

incarcerated. We rarely stop to consider how ideology is used to validate discrimination 

and how, in turn, this prejudice works to further cement cultural beliefs surrounding the 

“good” and “bad” mother.  

Society also tends to underestimate how ideology not only shapes our beliefs, but 

also our actions. Thus, the second reason why the dominant ideology of motherhood can 

be so dangerous is because “good” mothering narratives can lead women into acts of 

desperation in order to live up to societal expectations—even if these expectations create 

a standard that is unreasonable and unattainable for most of the population. It is apparent 

in the stories presented throughout this thesis that women may commit crimes because 

they are trying to support families in effective and “good” ways. Thus, many incarcerated 
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mothers are actually supporting the “good” mother narrative even if their actions suggest 

otherwise. The irony, of course, is that in living up to societal ideals, they are labeled 

social outcasts and “bad” mothers—the very labels they were trying to counteract in the 

first place.  

 The third reason why salient narratives of “good” and “bad” mothers are 

dangerous is that they are usually accepted without thinking about that they say and what 

they mean. It was not until I was well into my research did I realize that the “good” 

mothering narrative lacks the mention of love. As discussed in chapter one, love may be 

implied by expectations of intensive mothering, but never is it mentioned explicitly in the 

discourse. One hypothesis to explain the absence of love is that love, as an abstract 

emotion and idea, is difficult to define and measure; the vagueness of love muddies the 

definition of a “good” mother. For example, a mother might be physically present, enroll 

her children in the best schools, buy all the provisions for her child, but does that mean 

she loves her child more than the mother who is willing to do anything (steal, sell drugs, 

etc) to provide for her child? The complexities of love make it difficult to sort the world 

into definitive categories of “good” and “bad.”  

 The dangers of the narrative do not mean that dominant discourse is inherently 

wrong or unimportant. In fact, for most of the mothers in the programs adhering to the 

narrative in some ways actually begets positive outcomes. As discussed in chapter four, 

almost all of the mothers highly praised the programs and said that they would participate 

in them again. Many mothers felt that the programs gave them a new understanding of 

their roles and identity as mothers. For example, one prison mom, Melissa, says that she 

now understands that being a “good” mom means “paying attention to [children’s] wants 
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and…needs before yours” (Davis 2011: 46). She goes to on explain that this 

understanding is different from how she saw her role as a mother before: “when I had my 

son, it was like, I had to share all that with him, and I think that was really hard for me 

too. So I mean, overcoming that was a big thing, and just paying attention to what they 

want, and what they need before what I need” (Davis 2011: 46).  

Other mothers even expressed their gratitude for prison as a space that, despite its 

many challenges to mothering, allowed them to be mothers in ways they could not 

before. One inmate mother stated: “I was so messed up, but I never gave these kids up for 

nothing. Every one that came out of me, I been there. I was so messed up from sniffing 

coke, I put myself away to try to save myself” (Siegel 2011: 29). Another mother, 

Michelle, explains, “This prison has saved my life. This program has saved my life. 

Because without this mandatory time out, I’d still be doing what I want to do. I needed it. 

I don’t like it! I needed it’ (Davis 2011: 50).  Such reflections demonstrate that prison can 

be a transformative space as long as it uses effective programs to facilitate the mother-

child relationship according to the narrative.  

Thus, the “good” mothering narrative operates in multiple ways. As the stories 

presented in this thesis have implied, perhaps it isn’t the narrative that needs to change 

(although we should take it with a grain of salt), but rather how we employ it. This thesis 

demonstrates that using it to evaluate the personal character of a mother tells an 

incomplete and overly simplistic story. However, if we use the narrative to uncover 

systemic problems in society such as the punitive goal of America’s criminal justice 

system and the forces of poverty, racism, and sexism, then the narrative becomes a 

powerful tool for change.  
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Ultimately, the narrative cannot be used as a limiting definition for what is 

“good.” My thesis has demonstrated that there are a lot of ways to be and many different 

women who are “good” mothers. Mothering must be viewed as a deeply personal role. A 

unique definition of what it means to be a “good” mother would account for personal 

backgrounds and create a flexible discourse around motherhood that would establish 

more realistic expectations. Most of all, it would acknowledge that “we live in a 

complicated real world where…sweeping pronouncements about the ‘correct’ family 

structure or value sometimes harm people more than they help” (Coontz 1997: 7). As 

Mia, a prison mother, states: “There’s a lot of different things [sic] to be a good mom” 

(Davis 2011: 46). My hope that this thesis brings to light the truth in Mia, Delany, and in 

all of the mothers’ reflections so that readers come away with both a sharpened sense of 

dominant narratives and faith that a “good” mother really can be anybody, even a woman 

who mothers from prison.  
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