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Modern Mothering Ideals 
  Intensive Motherhood 
  New Momism  

  “Sacred Childhood” 

  Mother-blame 

  Suggests	  there	  is	  a	  perfect	  way	  to	  raise	  children	  



Foucault 
Three stages of punishment: 
1.  Public spectacle 

2.  Panopticon: prisons were designed so that prisoners 
could be constantly watched by a single guard  

3.  Post-structuralist surveillance:  people begin surveilling 
themselves and others without the formal institutions 



Motherhood: A Disciplinary 
Project 
Maternal fears learned in interactions and relationships 

Unattainable standards policed interpersonally, not 
structurally 
Mothers surveil one another and discipline themselves 



Instrument and Methods 
Survey Monkey—323 completed surveys 

Survey asked:  
Surveillance of their behavior and also fellow mothers 
Pressures of parenting 
Sources of their expectations for parenting 

Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA) of open responses 



Findings 
  Pressure to be Perfect 
   Compelled to “do it all” and do it “perfectly” 

  Surveillance from and of Fellow Moms 
   Mothers practice surveillance on one another 

  Surveillance from Loved Ones 
   Actual or perceived, they do not want to be judged as 

“bad moms” by loved ones  



Pressure to “Do it All” 
  I have internalized an ideal of what I feel motherhood 
should be and I try to live up to that.  I am particularly 
concerned about my children’s nutrition and education, 
and also filtering what they see on TV and limiting their 
television time all together. (Veronica, a married mother 
of three who works outside the home part time ) 

  I feel pressure to be a mom capable of everything.  If 
another mom does something extraordinary, I will wonder 
why I haven’t done that. 

  (Candice, married stay-at-home mother of four) 



Pressure to be “Perfect“  
  I probably put the most pressure on myself thinking I 
need to be the perfect mom/housecleaner/errand runner/
etc. as well as the perfect employee working 40 hrs/wk.  
It’s a very stressful juggling act where I feel like I can’t do 
it all and then, end up feeling like I suck at home and 
work!! 

  (Casie, married mother of one who works outside the 
home fulltime) 

  [I] strive to be the best mother I possibly can, so that [my 
children] can be happy and healthy [as] children as well 
as well-adjusted adults. 

  (Lola, married stay-at-home mother of three) 



Surveillance from and of 
Fellow Moms 
  I tend to watch other mothers and their children to see 
how they handle situations compared to myself. I often 
gage my ability as a mother compared to others I see. 

  (Allie, married mother of four who works fulltime outside 
the home) 

  Fellow moms…are my ‘go to’ group; where I look for my 
validation if I am doing a good parenting or not. 

  (Sally, divorced mother of two who works parttime outside 
the home) 



Surveillance from and of 
Fellow Moms, cont. 
  I think fellow moms are very competitive in everything 
that they do with their children and this can make you feel 
like a bad mom. For instance the other kindergarten 
moms are always bragging about how their child reads 
and writes; it makes me feel like my kid is behind.  

  (Abigail, working single mother of one) 

  Fellow moms are ruthless… no one can make you feel 
worse than a fellow mom.  Especially stay at home moms 
(since I work). 

  (Jada, married mother of two who works fulltime outside 
the home) 



Surveillance from Loved Ones 
  According to my husband, our children are undisciplined 
heathens.  He complains constantly that they do not listen 
and do not behave.  

  (Angelica, married mother of three who works fulltime 
outside the home) 

  When my child was pleasant and respectful and smart, 
my mother, and mother-in-law told me how lucky I was to 
have such a brilliant child.  When my child acted like a 
child, it was, they believed, because of my inability to be 
the perfect mother when parenting my child. 

  (Diane, married mother of one who is employed fulltime) 



Conclusions and Discussion 
  New Momism powerfully perpetuated at the interpersonal, 
not structural level 

  Motherhood operating as a post-structuralist, disciplinary 
project 


