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Abstract 

Until relatively recently, single motherhood in Ireland, could result in stigmatisation, 

social exclusion and institutionalisation.  This thesis examines the ways in which three 

generations of women in Irish families talked about single motherhood.  Interviews were 

conducted with seven intergenerational families of women in family groups. Follow up 

interviews were carried out with each woman individually after the family interviews.  At 

least one of the women in each family of three generations had, at some point in her life, 

been pregnant and unmarried under the age of 20 and had kept the child.  The research 

was informed by social constructionism and critical discursive psychological 

methodologies.  Despite protestations of change and openness to sexual freedoms in Irish 

society, the research identified discourses of progress and social change alongside 

discourses of chastity and sexual morality.  Drawing on these discourses, single mothers 

and their families used complex strategies to construct respectability.  Good mothering 

identities were taken up alongside neoliberal concerns and sexual stigmatisation was 

avoided by taking up positions of naiveté and sexual innocence.  Moreover, family 

identities were constructed collaboratively in the narratives of the women.  These 

narratives reinforced gender roles, constructed family support during pregnancy and 

following the birth of a child, but also attributed blame and applied sanctions to single 

motheǊǎΦ CŀǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎΩ 

unsanctioned pregnancies, whilst fathers of children were argued as necessary, if 

sometimes unwilling, participants in the lives of children.  The thesis contributes an 

understanding of how Irish women live and how they understand and are allowed to 

understand themselves as well as the ways in which family respectability is negotiated 

collaboratively.  It also adds to our understanding of the ways in which family identities 

can be maintained and sustained in family interaction in the context of identity trouble. 



Chapter 1. Introduction: Single Motherhood in Ireland 

 
 

1 
 

Chapter 1. Introduction: Single Motherhood in Ireland 

 

 

This thesis is about single motherhood in Ireland.  It is also about the ways in which Irish 

women talk about single motherhood in families, specifically in families where one or more 

of the women has, at some point in her life, been pregnant, unmarried and under the age 

of 20 and kept the child.  The topic of single motherhood is one that has been of significance 

in Irish public discourse in various ways throughout my own life and the lives of the women 

who participated in this research.   

The occasion in 2016 of the commemorations of 100 years since the 1916 rising, which 

ōŜƎŀƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǊƻǳǘŜ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ 9ƳǇƛǊŜΣ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ 

of projects, which often involved reflection on the period since independence.  One such 

project was the quest, by the National broadcaster, RTE, and An Post (the postal service), 

ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǘŜƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊƛǘŜ ǇƻŜƳǎ from the last 100 years.  Among the shortlisted poems 

was one that was written by Paula Meehan.  The poem concerns the story of a fifteen-year-

old girl, Ann Lovett, who died alone, having given birth to a child who also died, beside a 

grotto in the village of Granard, Co. Longford, in 1984.   

According to Maguire (2001), it took two weeks for the story of Ann Lovett to be reported 

in the national newspapers in Ireland. It was a story, she claims, that was given only a brief 

account in the local paper in County Longford, where Ann was born and where she died.  

aŀƎǳƛǊŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ !ƴƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǳǇ ŀ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

single motherhood: a topic, she argues, that had not been addressed in this way in public 
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discourse, ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅΦ  aŀƎǳƛǊŜ όнллмύ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜǿǎ ƻŦ !ƴƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ 

ΨƻǳǘǇƻǳǊƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ƎǊƛŜŦ, which found its initial focus in letters that were sent to, arguably, the 

most popular radio show in the country, The Gay Byrne Show.   

Many of the letters were read out on the radio show and related what Maguire describes 

ŀǎ ΨǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǳƴǘƻƭŘΩ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ LǊƛǎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ŀǎ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊǎ.  In 

addition there were accounts from others who wrote to defend their support for an 

amendment to the Irish Constitution that banned abortion in all cases; except where there 

was an immediate threat to the life of the pregnant woman and which gave equal rights to 

ΨǳƴōƻǊƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƳŜƴŘƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ƻƴ т {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мфуоΣ 

shortly before the death of Ann Lovett and it remains in force today.   

The popularity of the poem, which is reproduced in Appendix A, is an indication of the 

complex and often troubled ways in which topics such as sexual morality, worship, and 

public sites of worship are constructed in Ireland.  It also reflects a period in relatively 

recent Irish history that makes for an uncomfortable assessment of how women and young 

girls, regarded as sexual transgressors, were treated.    

It is this history which forms the backdrop for this thesis.  The research investigates the talk 

of women across three generations of Irish families.   I interviewed each of the seven 

families who took part in the research as a family group.  The interviews were in two parts, 

with a break in the middle.  I then interviewed each woman separately after the family 

interviews.  In order to participate in the research, any one of the women in each family 

had to have, at some point in her life, been pregnant, unmarried, under the age of 20, and 

have gone on to keep the child.   The reasons for this particular combination of participants 
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will be discussed in detail, in chapters 3 and 4, but, in brief, the participant profile was 

based on a number of factors.  Firstly, single motherhood has historically impacted on all 

women in a family (Earner-Byrne, 2008), so it was important to interview families of women 

together.  Secondly, single motherhood has a history of changing stigmatisation, which 

means that the topic has been constructed differently at different times in the lives of the 

women who took part in the study. This meant that an intergenerational design provided 

useful insights into how talk about single motherhood is manged across generations.   

Thirdly, stigma relating to single motherhood has diminished in Ireland but is still evident 

in relation to teenage motherhood (Hyde, 2000).  For this reason, I wanted to include 

women who had been teenage mothers, rather than single mothers, more generally.  The 

reason that only one woman in the family needed to have been a young single mother for 

inclusion in the research, is that births to women under twenty are recorded in very low 

numbers.  They reached 6.2% of all births in 1999 and are currently at 1.9%, since 2015 

(C.S.O., 2017).  Single motherhood has been of substantial public interest in Ireland in 

recent decades and has been the subject of much public debate and commentary. 

1.1 Single motherhood in context 

As I edit this chapter, in June 2017, there is a story in the online newspaper, the Journal.ie, 

about women who are protesting outside the Irish parliament (The Journal.ie, 2017).  The 

headline reads - You weren't allowed touch your own baby - your own flesh and blood' - and 

the by-line says - Ψ{ǳǊǾƛǾƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀƎŘŀƭŜƴŜ [ŀǳƴŘǊƛŜǎ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ 5łƛƭ 

ȅŜǎǘŜǊŘŀȅ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǘǊǳǘƘ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ![[ ƘƻƳŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩ. 
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The story concerns a group of women who allege that the government has failed to 

investigate fully the links between three kinds of Catholic-Church-run institution.  They 

further allege that there has been a failure to fully investigate the role that the state played 

in funding the institutions and facilitating the transfer of people between them.  The three 

institutions in question are, Industrial Reformatory Schools, Magdalene1 laundries, and 

Mother and Baby homes.  The Industrial Reformatory school network existed prior to the 

formation of the state. However, an investigation that began in 2000, and which was 

published in 2009, found that at varying times in different institutions from 1945 to the 

mid-1990s, children had been subjected to physical, emotional, and sexual abuse in these 

institutions and that the abusers (members of religious orders) were protected from 

punishment by the Church (Ryan, 2009).  The Industrial Reformatory schools are relevant 

to the Magdalene laundries because one of the routes of entry to Magdalene Laundries 

was by transfer from Industrial Reformatory Schools (McAleese, 2013).   

The Magdalene Laundries included a number of institutions that housed women who were 

ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŦŀƭƭŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩΤ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŀŎǘƛǾŜΣ 

those who were thought to be vulnerable to sexual exploitation, and those who became 

pregnant whilst unmarried (Smith, 2004). Catholic homes were managed by varying orders 

of nuns and evangelical Protestants ran the Bethany home (a similar kind of institution). 

                                                                 
1 The Magdalene homes were named after the biblical Mary Magdalene who was also known as Mary of 
Magdela.  She was portrayed as a reformed prostitute, though the Catholic Church revised this version in 
1969.  The institutions are sometimes referred to with the spelling Magdalen and this is the preferred 
spelling for historians.  It is also the spelling that was used in the official report into the homes.  For the 
purpose of this thesis, I will use Magdalene, because this is the spelling that is used by advocacy groups. 
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Inglis (1988) argues that the purpose of sucƘ ƘƻƳŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ ƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ 

ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨŦŀƭƭŜƴΩ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ  The last of the Magdalene Laundries closed in 1996.   

In 2010, an advocacy group, called Justice for Magdalenes, submitted a report (J.F.M., 

2010) to the Irish Human Rights Commission (IHRC).  In it, they claimed that, between 1922 

and 1996, when the last of the laundries closed, 30 000 women were detained in ten 

laundries across Ireland and were forced to work there, sometimes on state contracts.   The 

submission contained accounts from women about their admission and incarceration in 

Magdalene Laundries.  The following is an extract of witness testimony from the report 

about the admission procedures: 

When I got there they... (Religious staff)... took all your clothes off ... 

(crying).... Cut all your hair off and bandaged you ... (breasts)... up so that 

ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƎƛǊƭΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ǎƛƴ ŀƴŘ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

devil. 

hƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ƻŦ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ΦΦΦ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƴ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ άŦǊƻƳ ǘƻŘŀȅ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ 

...X... (not own name)... ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǊ ǿƘƻ ȅƻǳ 

ŀǊŜέΦ  όWCaΣ нлмлΣ Ǉ. 19). 

I will return to this extract further in chapter 2, when I discuss the construction of identities.  

In response to the JFM submission, the Irish Human Rights Commission (I.H.R.C.) concluded 

that there was evidence that the state had failed to protect women and young girls from 

ΨŀǊōƛǘǊŀǊȅ ŘŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨŦƻǊŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƻǊȅ ƭŀōƻǳǊΩΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǎŜǊǾƛǘǳŘŜΩ.  They recommended 

a government inquiry be set up (I.H.R.C., 2010). The subsequent investigation (McAleese, 

2013) examined some aspects of the allegations made by Justice for Magdalenes and 

concluded that the government should pay compensation to the women (McAleese, 2013). 

On 19 February 2013, An Taoiseach, Enda Kenny (the Irish Prime Minister), offered a public 
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apology in the Irish Parliament (Oireachtasdebates, 2013).  Part of this apology will be 

reproduced and discussed in chapter 3.   

The third kind of institution that the news article at the start of the chapter refers to is a 

network of mother and baby homes. Mother and baby homes were institutions in which 

unmarried pregnant women were housed.  Here, they gave birth to children, many of 

whom were given up for adoption.   These institutions, the last of which closed in 1996 

(Smith, 2004), are the subject of a further current investigation.  This investigation follows 

an analysis of recorded deaths in one of the homes at Tuam, Co. Galway, by a local 

historian, Catherine Corless (2014).  She found that 768 children were recorded as having 

died at the home between 1925 and 1961, a figure far in excess of infant mortality rates of 

the time.  It had been alleged that many of these infants were buried in the grounds of the 

mother and baby home, in a disused septic tank.  In 2016, a commission of investigation 

was set up to investigate these claims and in 2017, it published an interim report 

(Commission of Investigation, 2017).   The investigation found that a number (yet to be 

confirmed) of bodies of infants were interred in the grounds of the mother and baby home. 

The investigation has more work to do.  It remains to be seen whether or not the campaign 

by the women in the article mentioned above will be successful, and whether a wider 

investigation, linking all mother and baby homes, Magdalene Laundries, and Industrial 

Reformatory Schools, will be commissioned. 

²ƛƭƳŜǊ ŀƴŘ ¿ǳƪŀǳǎƪŀƛǘŤ όнлмрύ ŀǊƎǳŜ that the revelations about the mother and baby 

home in Tuam emerged from a historical situation, ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŀŎǊƻǎŀƴŎǘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΩ όǇΦ нрпύ ŦƻǎǘŜǊŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǳƴŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ōȅ 

religious institutions that were neither acknowledged nor challenged.  They go on to argue 
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that a multitude of representations in film and television, as well as media stories relating 

to Magdalene laundries and other institutions, have mobilised public opinion in 

condemnation of the dehumanisation of women.  However, whether or not Wilmer and 

¿ǳƪŀǳǎƪŀƛǘŤΩǎ (2015) claim that there is a complete change in opinion relating to the 

condemnation and dehumanisation of women, is a matter for some debate.  Nevertheless, 

there is certainly a great deal of public interest in Ireland in the kind of fictional and 

ōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ²ƛƭƳŜǊ ŀƴŘ ¿ǳƪŀǳǎƪŀƛǘŤ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎΦ  CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŦƛƭƳ 

adaptations of The Secret Scripture, by Sebastian Barry in 2016, and Philomena, by Martin 

Sixsmith in 2015, were both met with critical acclaim and a great deal of public interest.   

1.2 Irish identities and change  

The incarceration of women in Magdalene Laundries and their being housed in a network 

of Mother and Baby homes arose from a specific set of historical circumstances.  Ferriter 

(2009) argues that following the declaration of the Irish Republic in 1937, there was a 

deliberate and self-conscious attempt to construct a particular kind of identity for Irish 

people.  The following is an excerpt from a speech from the leader of the country, An 

¢ŀƻƛǎŜŀŎƘΣ 9ŀƳƻƴƴ 5Ŝ±ŀƭŜǊŀΣ ƻƴ {ǘ tŀǘǊƛŎƪΩǎ 5ŀȅ, in 1943.  

The ideal Ireland that we would have, the Ireland that we dreamed of, would 

be the home of a people who valued material wealth only as a basis for right 

living, of a people who, satisfied with frugal comfort, devoted their leisure 

to the things of the spirit ς a land whose countryside would be bright with 

cosy homesteads, whose fields and villages would be joyous with the sounds 

of industry, with the romping of sturdy children, the contest of athletic 

youths and the laughter of happy maidens, whose firesides would be forums 
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for the wisdom of serene old age. The home, in short, of a people living the 

life that God desires that men should live (Transcript from RTE archives).   

This much quoted, and misquoted, speech encapsulates a variety of facets of how identities 

of Irish people were envisioned.  The people of the land are constructed as living simple 

lives in rural settings; a spiritual unmaterialistic people, ǿƛǘƘ ΨƘŀǇǇȅ ƳŀƛŘŜƴǎΩ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

serene old age.  It is these Ψhappy maidensΩ that are of interest in this thesis.   

Since Eamonn DeValera made the speech quoted above, there has been substantial change 

in Ireland.   The Celtic Tiger years of the 1990s gave rise to some prosperity and at the same 

time the influence of the Catholic Church had begun to wane (Ferriter, 2009; Inglis, 2002).  

Smith (2007) argues that a history of sexual repression and cruelty to women is commonly 

positioned as part of a dark past, which reflects moral standards that no longer apply in 

ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΦ   ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ΨƻƭŘ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩ; an Ireland 

which was influenced by the moral standards of the Catholic Church and one which has 

little relevance to the more enlightened socially progressive Ireland that exists today.    

There has certainly been a change in approach to the kinds of sexual behaviour that are 

socially sanctioned in Ireland.  In May 2015, Ireland legalised same sex marriage by popular 

vote.  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ƘŀƛƭŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎ ŀǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƴŜǿ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩΦ  !ǎ 

well known Irish Times columnist, Cƛƴǘŀƴ hΩ¢ƻƻƭŜ, put it: 

Lǘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƻƭŜǊŀƴŎŜΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀƴ ŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƳŜǊŜ ǘƻƭŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

¢ƻƭŜǊŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ άǿŜέ ŜȄǘŜƴŘΣ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƎǊŀŎƛƻǳǎ ƎƻƻŘƴŜǎǎΣ ǘƻ άǘƘŜƳέΦ LǘΩǎ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ά¸ƻǳ Řƻ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ȅƻǳ ǎƻ 

ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ǳǎέΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ¸Ŝǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ 

Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻƭŜǊŀƴŎŜ ŦŀǊ ōŜƘƛƴŘΦ LǘΩǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ άǘƘŜƳέ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΦ 

LGBT people are us τ our sons and daughters, mothers and fathers, brothers 
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and sisters, neighbours and friends. We were given the chance to say that. 

We were asked to replace tolerance with the equality of citizenship. And we 

took it in boǘƘ ŀǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƎƎŜŘ ƛǘ ŎƭƻǎŜ ώΦΦΦϐ LǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƻƭŜΣ ǎǘŜǊƛƭŜΣ 

useless, unproductive division. There is no longer a Liberal Ireland and a 

Conservative Ireland. The cleavage between rural and urban, tradition and 

modernity that has shaped so many of the debates of the last four decades 

has been repaired. This is a truly national moment τ as joyful in Bundoran 

as it is Ballymun, in Castlerea as it is in Cobh.  Instead of Liberal Ireland and 

Conservative Ireland we have a decent, democratic Ireland. (O'Toole, 2015) 

 

Cƛƴǘŀƴ hΩ¢ƻƻƭŜΩǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ and the popularity of 

tŀǳƭŀ aŜŜƘŀƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǊƪ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǊŜƎƛƳŜƴǎ ƛƴ her 

poem about the story of Ann Lovett, offer powerful examples of current discourses about 

public attitudes to sexual behaviour. As I will discuss in chapters 3 and 4, there is no doubt 

that substantial social and economic changes have occurred in Ireland across the lifetimes 

of the three generations of women who took part in the study.  

The changes include the development of rural electrification, which accelerated in the 

1960s and 1970s; and the introduction of free secondary level education for all in 1966 

within the lifetime of the grandmother generations.  They include LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŜƴǘǊȅ into the 

European Economic Community in 1973 and the resulting social and economic changes that 

resulted.   

The mass emigration from Ireland during the 1980s due to a lack of economic 

opportunities, is in the living memory of the daughter generation.  Women of this 

generation had much greater access to work than their mothers, particularly following the 
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removal of the ban on married women working outside the home in 1973.  In addition, this 

generation saw the introduction of over the counter contraception from 1992 and the 

introduction of divorce in 1995 (Kennedy, 2001).  

The youngest generation of women were born during the boom years of the so called 

Ψ/ŜƭǘƛŎ ¢ƛƎŜǊΩ, of the 1990s.  They saw increased economic prosperity, as well as changing 

populations from outside of Ireland. Kirby, et al. (2002) claim that Ireland reinvented itself 

during this period, and that at this time a new model of social and economic governance 

emerged. Inglis (2014) argues that the Celtic tiger years of the 1990s brought prosperity to 

Ireland which, despite an economic decline starting in 2008, forever changed the ways in 

which people live.  Inglis claims that Ireland has changed, from becoming an almost entirely 

homogenous and primarily Roman Catholic society, to one that is now multicultural, 

bringing a new and vibrant cultural identity. He goes on to argue that, in contemporary 

Ireland, family and community have replaced religious values as sources of identity.  

There have also been changes to the ways in which sexuality is regarded.  In addition to the 

legalisation of same sex marriage by popular vote in 2015, on 13 June 2017, Leo Varadkar, 

an openly gay politician, was elected as Taoiseach. In addition there has been a substantial 

change in the numbers of women having children outside of marriage.  In 1980, this figure 

was 5%.  By 2015, the number had reached 36.45 (C.S.O., 2016). This would seem to suggest 

that Old Ireland is gone and that the New Ireland, so to speak, is different.   

This thesis will trouble this conceptualisation of complete change in the identities of Irish 

people.  Yes, there has been a change in the ways in which identities of Irishness have been 

constructed, with a related change in the ways in which Irish people take up identities.  
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However, for the women in this study, the older discourses of Christian morality mingle 

with newer discourses of economic citizenship.  These in turn are troubled by mothering 

identities old and new.  In addition, families and family interactions serve to construct, 

correct, maintain, and sustain narratives about identities of families and family members.  

As well as this, the discourses of progress and change that have been discussed so far in 

this chapter must also be negotiated.  In this thesis, I will argue that Irish people have not 

ΨōǊƻƪŜƴ ŦǊŜŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ types of subjectificationΣ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ 

(Foucault, 1982) terminology.  The processes of objectification, dividing practices, and self-

surveillance still continue to construct subjectivities.  However, they do so in ways that 

integrate old and new forms of discursive resource, in complex and interesting ways.   

One potential source of identities that is not explicitly addressed in this thesis is that of 

social class.   Class identities are only considered in this study in relation to the ways in 

which certain kinds of people are devalued in talk because they are considered to be poor 

and undeserving or burdensome.  The reason this topic has not been explicitly addressed 

is that the Irish class system does not map neatly on to class divisions that are identified in 

United Kingdom or North American contexts. So if I had used these terms I might have 

constructed a picture of my research participants and what they had to say that did not 

reflect the social context in which the research took place.  This has much to do with the 

social and economic history of Ireland.  As will be discussed in Chapter 4, following 

independence social structures were largely organised to support the needs and interests 

of an ascendant farming class (Kennedy, 2001).  As Table 2 in that chapter shows, 

industrialisation has been far less significant in Irish society than other forms of labour such 

as agriculture, and therefore simple use of class descriptors might indicate a narrative of 
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class that does not fit with the particular context of this research.  Furthermore, none of 

the participants located themselves within any particular social class, so I did not attempt 

to identify a social class on their behalf.   

1.3 Researching single motherhood: discourse and psychology 

This thesis takes the perspective of social constructionism (Gergen, 1999; Berger and 

Luckmann, 1991).  It assumes that individuals are born into a cultural context that has an 

array of culturally available sets of meanings and ways of being a person. As I will argue in 

chapter 2, this approach follows the work of Michel Foucault (2006, 2002, 1988, 1986, and 

1977), which argues that subjectivities are constructed in discourse.   

In examining the topic of single motherhood across generations, I will use methodological 

approaches that ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΩ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфулs and 

the development of discursive psychology (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Billig, 1987; Billig, 

1988).  Discursive researchers in psychology argue that, rather than focusing on internal 

states, which cannot be observed, the focus of investigation in psychology should be on the 

ways in which meanings are negotiated in talk and interaction.  It is by analysis of talk and 

interaction, and the ways in which it is managed, that an understanding of the complexity 

of human meaning making can be accessed. 

In particular, the analysis will be informed by ǘƘŜ ΨǎȅƴǘƘŜǘƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ ό²ŜǘƘŜǊŜƭƭΣ мффуύ ƻŦ 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀ ΨǘƻǇ ŘƻǿƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨōƻǘǘƻƳ ǳǇΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

analysis of talk.  The top down approach examines prevailing discourses within a particular 

context, while bottom up analyses examine the ways in which these are lived out in the 

patterned and ordered ways by which people interact.  Critical discursive psychology also 



Chapter 1. Introduction: Single Motherhood in Ireland 

 
 

13 
 

examines the contradictions that arise from the multitude of competing discourses that are 

drawn upon in talk (BilƭƛƎΣ мфууύΦ  Lǘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ΨsituatedΩ όIŀǊŀǿŀȅΣ 

1988) in specific contexts of time and place.  In examining the topic of single motherhood 

in Ireland, the situated nature of the positioning of single mothers is clearly apparent.  

Single mothers have been and, I will argue, continue to be problematized in a variety of 

ways. This will be explored further in Chapter 3.  The aim of this thesis then, is not to ask, 

ΨǿƘȅ ŀǊŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΚΩ ƻǊ ΨƘƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ǎƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊƘƻƻŘΚΩ; rather, the research examines how single motherhood is presented as a 

problem and how women, impacted by problematizing discourses, negotiate identities.  

²ŜǘƘŜǊŜƭƭ όнллрύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘǊƻǳōƭŜΩ ŀǊƛǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ that do not live 

up to social ideals and expectations.  It is this trouble that is of interest in this thesis. 

1.4 The research questions 

The questions explored were as follows: 

¶ What discourses did the women draw upon when talking about single    

motherhood? 

¶ How were discourses mobilised and resisted? 

¶ How were versions of family worked up in the interviews? 

¶ How did the families collaborate in working up versions of events and themselves? 

¶ What dilemmas and contradictions arose in the talk of the women? 
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1.5 Overview of thesis 

Chapter 2, Constructing knowledge: Investigating Psychologies, sets out the theoretical 

basis for the thesis and justifies social constructionism as a framework for understanding 

single motherhood.  It argues that the process of identification of variables for 

measurement, in order to establish cause and effect, central to a positivist, realist paradigm 

is flawed because the variables themselves are a social construction.  I argue that the most 

relevant approach to understanding single motherhood in Irish families is one that is 

grounded in social constructionism.   The work of Michel Foucault, and later developments 

of his theory, provides a basis for understanding the ways in which subjectivities are 

produced in discourse.  The chapter then goes on to discuss the contribution of discursive 

psychology as a set of methodological approaches for investigating the discursive 

production of subjectivities.   Some of the debates that have arisen within discursive 

ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ L ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ²ŜǘƘŜǊŜƭƭΩǎ όнллрύ ǎȅƴǘƘŜǘƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

most useful for informing the research.    

Chapter 3: The Making of Happy Maidens, examines some of the ways in which 

motherhood, female sexuality, single motherhood, and young single motherhood have 

been constructed.  The background and history of single motherhood in Ireland - and the 

specific ways in which single mothers and those thought to be sexually active were silenced, 

incarcerated, and made invisible - ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘΦ  Lǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŜȄŜƳǇƭŀǊǎΩ 

όLƴƎƭƛǎΣ нллнύ ƻŦ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛȊŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ 

behaviour, more generally.  The chapter will also discuss the construction of maternal 

identities, as self-sacrificing, caring, and critical to the wellbeing of children. It will go on to 

examine the ways in which sexuality has been regulated, in particular for women, and 
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discuss some of the changes that have occurred for women since the formation of the state.  

I will argue that there now appears to be some scope for women as sexually independent 

beings, but that those who are categorised as promiscuous are frequently constructed as 

not meeting acceptable social norms.  A womaƴΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅ, once married or partnered, it 

is argued, is positioned in relation to her role as a heterosexual partner to a man.  The 

chapter concludes that the stigmatisation of out of wedlock parenting has been largely 

replaced by the stigmatisation of young mothers (often identified as teenagers), who are, 

or are believed to be, welfare dependent and without a partner.   

Chapter 4, Family Matters, reviews literature in relation to constructions of family, and 

assumptions about what makes a family. It argues that the concept of the family, and what 

constitutes an acceptable family form, is related to the economic activities of family 

members.   The specific ways in which Irish families have been constructed in the recent 

past, and some recent demographic changes, are presented.  Some models of the ways in 

which family interactions are mutually constructed by family members are discussed; work 

that examines the importance of narrative and storytelling in family interaction is also 

reviewed.  The chapter goes on to examine some of the ways in which family roles are 

gendered and the ways in which family relationships have been theorised.    The topic of 

single fathers is discussed; it is argued that unmarried fathers are frequently invisible in 

academic literature and in public discourse.   

Chapter 5, Collecting Talk, gives an account and justification of the methods that were used 

to obtain and analyse data.  The design of recruitment materials that did not positon single 

mothers as problematic but, at the same time, were explicit enough for participants to 
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identify themselves, is discussed.  Ethical procedures are described for both the 

recruitment and the conduct of the interviews. I argue that interviewing was the most 

useful way of collecting data for the research and discuss the interviewing method 

(Wengraf , 2001) that was adapted for data collection.  The chapter includes a profile of 

the participants in the research and my own profile and perspective, as a researcher.  

Details of the method of transcription are provided and I go on to describe the process of 

data analysis.   The chapter ends with an overview of some of the analytic concepts that 

informed the analysis.   

Chapter 6, Discourses of Single Motherhood, is the first of three empirical chapters.  This 

chapter examines some of the versions of single motherhood that the women use in their 

talk.  It argues that women draw on common discourses relating to motherhood, single 

motherhood, participation in the world of work, and sexual stigmatisation.  Three 

discourses that are utilised by the women when talking about single motherhood are 

discussed - the sexually stigmatised woman, the neoliberal failure, and the good mother 

like any other.  The analysis will demonstrate that these discourses are not challenged in 

themselves; rather, the women mobilise these resources in ways that allow them to 

negotiate the trouble that arises in the context of single motherhood. They resist being 

positioned within some of the discourses whilst at the same time positioning imagined 

others within them.  It is argued that, due to the troubled nature of single mother identities, 

the women work up versions of themselves as respectable and as not fitting the negative 

connotations attached to the single mother discourses identified in the talk.  In order to do 

this, ǘƘŜȅ ŀǇǇƭȅ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ΨŜȄŜƳǇƭŀǊǎΩΦ  Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 
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ǘƘŜȅ ǘŀƪŜ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ΨƎƻƻŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ position, which 

constructs respectable identities.   

Chapter 7, Family Roles and Relationships, presents empirical findings, which demonstrate 

the ways in which the women construct versions of family relationships in the context of 

single motherhood.   The chapter presents data that show that single motherhood is not 

just a site of trouble for the woman herself but also for her family. Talk about protecting 

the family reputation from the imagined gaze of others, and of keeping family secrets, is 

presented.  Narratives in which out of wedlock pregnancy was hidden from the gaze of 

others are discussed, along with discourses that relate the pregnancy of a young woman to 

poor parenting by her own parents.  The ways in which the roles of men, as fathers of single 

mothers, and as fathers of the children of single mothers, and how they appear in the talk, 

is also discussed.  The fathers of the women are constructed as being disappointed by their 

ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎΩ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎƛŜǎ; sometimes as authority figures and sometimes as 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎΩ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ  CŀǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ 

important and relevant to the ongoing wellbeing of children, in particular sons, but do not 

appear to be constructed as essential to the women themselves. 

 Chapter 8, Managing Talk in Families, presents some of the discursive strategies that were 

used when the women collaborated together in talk.  The first section presents talk about 

talk and demonstrates ways in which delicate subjects are managed when there is an 

expectation that strong emotions will result.  Pregnancies are identified as either 

sanctioned or unsanctioned and the differences in the ways in which this kind of news is 

related are discussed.  The use of silences and omissions is argued to be an essential facet 
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of communicating information that may not be welcomed by the hearer.  The chapter goes 

on to examine ways in which emotions relating to discomfort and suffering are narrated in 

relation to unsanctioned pregnancies.   The final section of this chapter looks at some of 

the ways in which families collaborate to narrate versions of themselves as families.  It 

argues that particular kinds of narrative (Taylor & Littleton, 2006) communicate morals and 

values that are part of family identities.  Families in this context negotiate stories about 

themselves and talk of the ways in which identities are maintained, corrected, and 

reinforced in talk. 

 Chapter 9, Concluding the Thesis, identifies the contribution of the research to new 

knowledge and understanding.   I return to the research questions and argue that the 

research is enormously consequential for understanding the ways in which women live 

their lives in the early part of the 21 century. The contribution to theorisation of discursive 

projection, onto imagined exemplars, as a way of avoiding particular discourses, is 

discussed.  This adds to existing theorisation on discursive projection (McAvoy, 2009), by 

identifying discursive projection as an accomplishment of discursive delicacy that is 

dependent on contextual knowledge available to speakers.  I argue that, despite 

protestations of change in Irish social values, single motherhood remains troubled and that 

this trouble is managed collectively within family groups.    

¢ƘŜ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ²ŜƴƎǊŀŦΩǎ όнллмύ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀl discursive 

psychology is identified as a potential tool for future researchers.   The chapter also 

highlights the contribution of the research interviews as a resource for future research and 

argues that further analysis could provide a basis for additional theorisation of affect in talk 
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(McAvoy, 2015; Wetherell, 2012).  I then go on to reflect on my own role in the construction 

of the knowledge in this thesis and consider my relation to the topic, my choice of research 

methods, and the procedures that I used for collecting and analysing the data. 
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Chapter 2. Constructing knowledge: investigating psychologies  

In examining single motherhood across generations, my focus has been on the ways in 

which meanings are constructed in the cultural and historical context within which the 

research is situated.  In this pursuit, I am taking an explicitly social constructionist approach 

that argues that individuals are fundamentally enmeshed within social, cultural, and 

historical processes.   This is a particularly useful approach for studying single motherhood, 

since the meanings attributed to single motherhood have changed over time.  It has meant 

(and means) different things in different contexts.  This change in meaning, as I will argue 

in chapter 3, has been quite substantial in Ireland.  I will argue that identities are 

constructed from the discursive resources that are available to the women and that, 

therefore, this approach is the most relevant and useful for the topic under investigation.    

I will begin the chŀǇǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨƳƻǊŀƭ ǇŀƴƛŎΩ 

(Young, 2009) and note its application to teenage mothers (Kerry, 2007).  I will then go on 

to show how this moral panic has been taken up in psychology text books that have been 

produced for undergraduate students.   The chapter will go on to discuss the theoretical 

basis of the thesis.  CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ work (Foucault, 1986; Foucault, 1982; Foucault, 1977), I will 

argue, provides a plausible and useful basis for the ontological position of this thesis, that 

subjects are constructed in discourse.   

The chapter will then go on to discuss my choice of discursive psychology as the 

epistemological approach to analysing data.  I will briefly review debates between two 

strands of discursive psychology: conversation analytically oriented approaches and 
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discursive psychology (Schegloff, 1997; Billig, 1999a; Billig, 1999b; Schegloff, 1999a; 

Schegloff, 1999b), and will argue in favour of an approach informed by the synthetic 

approach proposed by Wetherell (1998).  The various threads of discursive psychology that 

inform the analysis in this thesis will also be discussed.  In addition, because the negotiation 

of troubled identities is one that is infused with emotional content, I will discuss the ways 

in which critical psychological discourse analysis theorises emotions and talk of emotion.   

2.1 Variable variables and changing psychologies  

The approach I took in this thesis builds on a critique of the adaptation of natural science 

methods to understanding the social world.  Questions about the usefulness of positivist 

inspired methods emerged, ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфслΩǎ (Parker, 1998).  Inadequacies in relation to the use of methods, 

which isolate cause and effect, have been criticised in a number of ways (Smith, 1998, 

offers a clear review of this approach).   

One important aspect of the critique is the claim that the isolation of variables for 

observation and measurement is not a neutral activity.  Rather, variables can frequently be 

seen as constructions that are brought into being for the purpose of a study, rather than 

objects that exist in a neutral fashion.  I am going to argue that the presentation of 

variables, as neutral and naturally occurring, has resulted in the reinforcement of social and 

cultural assumptions, in relation to young single motherhood.   

In order to demonstrate the ways in which single motherhood has been constructed in 

some academic literature, ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨƳƻǊŀƭ ǇŀƴƛŎΩΦ  ¸ƻǳƴƎ 
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(2009) claims that the concept of moral panic was first developed in the 1960s, to make 

sense of responses to changes in the structures and values of society.  Moral panic was the 

term used to describe the ways in which particular groups of people are constructed as 

deviant and potentially a threat to social order; young men regarded as delinquents, for 

example, as well as hippies, marijuana users, those who demonstrate against wars etc. In 

recent decades, Kerry (2007) argues there has been moral panic about the assumed social 

problem of teenage mothers, which constructs them as numerous, neglectful, and a drain 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇǳǊǎŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ΨǇŀƴƛŎΩ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ Ǉotentially 

damaging to society.  As I will argue in chapter 3, Carabine (2001) has demonstrated that 

single mothers have been constructed as a threat to social order.  Furthermore, young 

single mothers have been identified as being constructed as particularly problematic (see 

Phoenix, 1991, for an important analysis of the social construction of teenage 

motherhood).  Duncan (2007) has argued, following a review of the literature, which I will 

discuss in more detail in chapter 3, that the age at which a mother has a child has little 

effect on social outcomes, that teenage mothers maintain close bonds with their children, 

and that often their motherhood is the impetus for engagement with education and work.   

For the purpose of this thesis, I carried out an assessment of developmental psychology 

books to see how single motherhood is constructed in academic text books.   In 2010, when 

I began my PhD research, I examined the shelf in the library of the institution, where I work, 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΩΦ  The section contained 9 books, which are 

listed in Appendix B.  Of the nine books, one was from 1990, one was from 1995, one was 

from 1996; there was one each from 2002, 2007, and 2008.  There were two from 2009 
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and one from 2010.   One of the books was published in Ireland; four were published in the 

United States, and the other three were published in the United Kingdom.  Whilst some of 

these books were quite old, these were the materials that students were using as 

references for essays in developmental psychology. I checked the index in each book for 

ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ΨǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ, ΨǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩ, ŀƴŘ ΨǘŜŜƴŀƎŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

had to say on the topic.   Two of the books contained no references to single motherhood 

at all in the index (Glassman and Hadad, 2009; Barnes, 1995).  For the remaining 7 books, I 

checked to see what they had to say about young single motherhood.  Some of these books 

have been updated and replaced at the time of writing.  However, they are presented here 

ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜΩ ƻŦ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ, 

which constructs single motherhood as problematic, and the ways in which this approach 

leads to the reproduction of social values.    

In the publications that I examined, the single parent family was frequently presented as 

being a deficient environment for child development.  As such, consider the following 

excerpt from Schaffer (1996): 

Single parenthood is associated with a variety of stresses; once again poverty 

is foremost.  Children raised in mother-only families are less likely to do well 

at school, are more likely to be implicated in anti-social activities and have 

poorer occupational opportunities on leaving than offspring of intact 

families. (p348) 

In this example, a number of assumptions are apparent.  Poverty is identified as a source 

of stress for single parent families, which would seem reasonable.  However, being poor is 

not a psychological problem and being poor does not, by definition, denote deficient 
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parenting.  The quote goes on to describe single parent families as ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊ-ƻƴƭȅΩ families.  

This is certainly a very likely scenario; 93.15% of single parent households in 2011 in Ireland 

were mother only households (Central Statistics Office, 2011).  However, the next sentence 

links ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊ-ƻƴƭȅΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ΨƭŜǎǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩΣ Ψŀƴǘƛ-ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΩ, ŀƴŘ ΨǇƻƻǊŜǊ 

ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ.  The presentation of this list in this way seems to imply that 

ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊ-ƻƴƭȅΩ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ 

attributed to single parent households, rather than, for example, poverty as a variable.   

Whilst this assumption of a causal effect may be criticised as poor science, which conflates 

correlation with causation, this was not an unusual presentation of data in psychology 

books for undergraduates.  

The identification of these families as ƴƻǘ ΨƛƴǘŀŎǘΩ ǳǎŜǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ōǊƻƪŜƴƴŜss to describe 

single mother families, presenting them as potentially deficient.  Another difficulty with 

this characterisation is that, elsewhere in these same publications, evidence is presented 

that around one third of children spend some period of their childhood in single parent 

households (Bee and Boyd, 2002).  This would indicate that a third of children are struggling 

with deficient family situations due to being in a single parent household.  It seems unlikely 

that all of these children, perform less well at school, engage in anti-social activities, and 

ƘŀǾŜ ǇƻƻǊŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴ ΨƛƴǘŀŎǘΩ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦ 

In addition, the variable of psychological wellbeing is grounded in performance in work and 

education, with no justification of why this should be a measure of good parenting. There 

was one example of a study that utilised different measures of outcome from this.  

McKeownΩs  (2003) study of family wellbeing in Ireland (cited in O'Brien, 2008) found that 
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family type does not impact negatively on a child, in terms of measures of autonomy, 

environmental mastery, personal growth, and self-acceptance.  Such measures seem to be 

much more appropriate ways of examining healthy psychological development, than 

measures which assume that preparation for participation in the market economy is the 

best psychological outcome.  However, the variability of measures of child rearing success 

is interesting, in itself, in terms of what is assumed, or constructed as important for 

psychologists and the variables that are identified and measured.  

In discussing teenage pregnancy, the books I examined identified a variable that was, in 

itself, problematic.  Atkinson et al. (1990), for example, refer to teenage pregnancy as 

ΨǘǊƻǳōƭƛƴƎΩ όǇ.104).  They suggest that ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ with teenage mothers has emerged in 

recent decades: an adolescent girl who became pregnant 25 years ago usually married or 

gave up her baby for adoption (around 90% according to Atkinson et al.), whereas, more 

recently, young mothers most frequently keep their infants, and raise them themselves .   

Bee and Boyd (2002) offer a more nuanced account of teenage motherhood.  They quote 

studies (citing McCarthy and Hardy, 1993; Osofsky, Hann and Peebles, 1993) that indicate 

that, when poverty and poor parental care are taken into account, ΨǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǊŀǘŜǎ 

of problem of teenage mothers ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊΩ όp. 75).  They also acknowledge that the children 

of teenage mothers, who have help and support from their parents, are less likely to suffer 

negative effects (citing Birch, 1999; Uno, Florsheim and Uchino, 1998).  However, they go 

on to say, ΨƎƛǊƭǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǘ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ōƻǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǇŀǘƘΩ όǇ.288).  They do not reference this claim 

but go on to say that this is an issue, as there has been an increase in the number of births 
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to teenage mothers outside of marriage;  more than 80% of teens who gave birth in the 

1960s were married, whilst in late 1990s only 20% of teenage mothers were married. In 

this case, the object that is identified as worthy of measurement is the age at which a 

woman becomes sexually active, along with marital status.  The assumption that being 

young and unmarried and sexually active are in and of themselves psychological problems 

is taken for granted as a kind of everyday common sense on which these accounts are 

constructed.     

There is no mention in any of the text books of psychological studies on the emotional 

impact on young women who gave up babies for adoption, nor work assessing the success, 

or otherwise, of marriages precipitated by an unplanned pregnancy during adolescence.  

No evidence is offered that the assumed deficits in the parenting abilities of teenage 

mothers are ameliorated if they are married to the fathers of the children, nor is there any 

discussion; ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŎYŜƻǿƴ όнллоύ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛƴ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴ όнллуύ, of the psychological 

impact on teenage mothers of parenting whilst being defined as socially deviant. McKeown 

identified this as a cause of stress for mothers but as having little impact on children.  These 

kinds of issue would seem to be more appropriate topics for psychological investigation 

than age and marital status, which seem to be more closely linked to social values.  Whilst 

it could be argued that this use of common sense to identify variables is merely a poor 

application of scientific principles, these examples also demonstrate that teenage 

motherhood in these books from the 1990s, and the first decade of the 20th century, are 

identified as problematic for reasons that relate to social values, regarding out of wedlock 

parenting, and this is treated as a self-explanatory variable of deficiency or deviance.     
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Comer and Gould (2010), in arguing that children with two parents have advantages over 

those raised by a single mother (Cuff et al., 2005; Harper et al., 2004; Hoffman, 2002), claim 

that children of two ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ΨŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ƭƻǿŜǊ ǊŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ ŘŜƭƛƴǉǳŜƴŎȅΣ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜ 

ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅΣ ŘǊǳƎ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎŀǊŎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ όǇ.74).  The inclusion of teenage pregnancy, with a 

list including drug use and crime, certainly presents young single motherhood as a negative 

event and as deviant behaviour in and of itself.  However, as I will discuss in chapter 3, 

studies in the United States and the United Kingdom suggest that socio economic deficits 

experienced by young single mothers can be attributable to social class.  Furthermore, the 

evidence base that positions teenage mothers as deficient in their parenting has been 

disputed (Duncan, et al., 2010).    

Burman (2008) describes this kind of presentation of academic work of using psychology 

as: 

ŀ ǘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ ΨƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘȅƎƛŜƴŜ, a euphemism for the control and surveillance 

of populations deemed likely to be troublesome or burdensome - working-

class children, single parents, minority groups and poor people the world 

over (p186-187).   

As Burman argues, not only do the methods used reinforce social structures, but also in 

these examples, young single mothers are presented as the problematic variable that has 

been identified by expert psychologists.  Furthermore, teenage fathers do not appear in 

these publications at all, as worthy of study or even appearing to exist.  It seems then that 

some variables can be selected for study whilst others are made invisible by not being 

acknowledged at all. 



Chapter 2. Constructing knowledge: investigating Psychologies 

 
 

28 
 

The examples from Bee and Boyd (2002) and Atkinson et al. (1990) did acknowledge 

changes in numbers of teenage mothers keeping their babies over time and changes in the 

social expectation that marriage is a necessary response to pregnancy.  However, rather 

than noting, as this thesis will, that the meanings that are attached to marriage have 

chaƴƎŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƛǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ. Moreover, the general law of 

human behaviour, which appears to have been held constant in these accounts, seems to 

be, that young single mothering is a psychological problem.   Variables, then, appear in 

many cases to be constructions that are reflections of social values, rather than neutral 

items waiting to be measured.   

As well as difficulties with the construction of variables, there is also a difficulty with the 

changing nature of the meanings of such variables.  As I discussed in Chapter 1, the 

meanings attached to single motherhood and female sexuality vary in different historical 

periods.  This will be discussed further in relation to Irish single motherhood in Chapter 3, 

but one single example illustrates this point.  According to Heller (1996), the diagnosis of 

ΨƴȅƳǇƘƻƳŀƴƛŀΩ ǿŀǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ from wealthy families who were 

attracted to working class men.  Clearly, a middle class woman who was attracted to a 

working claǎǎ Ƴŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ health disorder 

on those grounds.  It would appear that, the use of a mental health diagnosis in this context 

serves a specific social purpose, namely, constructing women who were regarded as sexual 

transgressors as ōŜƛƴƎ άmentally illέ.   This provides an illustration of how classification of 

sexual behaviour and its meaning can function as a way of controlling and managing female 

sexuality.   
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Certainly, both the construction of single mothers, as innately problematic, and the 

construction of middle class women, who have sex with working-class men as mentally ill, 

illustrate that the meanings attached to single motherhood and female sexuality vary 

according to the time and place in which they are talked about.  The task of finding general 

laws of behaviour that can be attributed to young single mothers, is therefore not an aim 

of this study.  The study will instead investigate the ways in which meanings associated 

with single motherhood are constructed and mobilised in the talk of women in socially 

situated contexts (Haraway, 1988): that the discursive resources that are available at a 

particular time and place constitute the ways of being.  The study will also follow what 

McLeod and Thompson όнллфύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀǎΣ ŀ ΨǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƛƳŜΩ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ research, which 

acknowledges the changing nature of discourse across time. 

This thesis, therefore, argues that a social constructionist approach (e.g. Berger and 

Luckmann, 199; Gergen, 1985; Gergen and Davis, 1985; Harré, 1979) is the best route to 

understanding the troubled identities that arise in the context of single motherhood.    

2.2 Socially constructed identities  

Social constructionists take as their starting point the belief that humans become subjects 

as a result of discursive materials that are available to them. Identities, selves, persons, and 

subjectivity are terms that are open to contestation and debate over what they mean and 

how they are accomplished. The approach in this thesis is informed by the work of Michel 

Foucault (1988; 1986; 1977) who believed that identities are constructed in specific 

historical and contextual conditions.  From this view, it is not possible to remove a person 

from context because context is what makes subjects.  This approach rejects the concept 



Chapter 2. Constructing knowledge: investigating Psychologies 

 
 

30 
 

of the self-conscious reflexive individual, as a pre-existing society and removable from it.  

Rather, it claims that people are products of a particular set of relationships with social 

institutions.  In this vein, the assumed dualism of the individual and society is regarded as 

a function of one kind of society; one which has had a significant impact on the ways in 

which the topic of identities are understood in contemporary Western societies.  This 

Cartesian self, with a consciousness that is separate from context, and which could be 

investigated phenomenologically, is therefore disputed by social constructionists.  Elias 

(2008), for example, has argued that the notion of an individual independent of social 

context is a conceptual trap because the characteristics of personhood have no meaning 

outside of the cultural context in which they are situated.     

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘǳƳŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ 

transformed into subjects (Foucault, 1982).  The first mode of inquiry examined the 

ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ōȅ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǎƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜƳ; for example, 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎǎ ƻǊ ƛƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΦ  CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ 

ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŘƛǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΩΦ  Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƻŘŜΣ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ 

by being divided into categories: the deserving poor and the undeserving poor, for 

example, ƻǊ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ΨŦŀƭƭŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǎǘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ  Iƛǎ ǘƘƛǊŘ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘƻ 

the ways in which people make subjects of themselves, for which he used the domain of 

sexuality as an example (Foucault, 1986).   

Of central importance to this context is the operation of power; he claimed that power was 

the most important factor in the production of subjects (1982). Foucault argued that selves 

are culturally and historically constituted, that they are brought into being by technologies 
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of the self, and that they are observable in practices of the self. The self is thus understood 

as something that is actively constructed (Foucault, 1986).  Technologies of the self are 

ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ŀǎ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ ΨƻǳǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΩ ƛǎ Ŏƻƴǎtructed.   

An examination of the relationship of power to the ways in which people become subjects, 

he argued, requires an analysis of power, not in relation to internal rationality, but by 

examination of resistance.  This analysis of resistance, he argued, allowed him to identify 

the techniques of power. He divided these into four major types: technologies of 

production, which permit us to manipulate, transform, or produce things; technologies of 

signs and system, which allow the use of meaning; technologies of power, which regulate 

the conduct of individuals and allow them to be dominated; and technologies of the self, 

which permit individuals to manage their own ways of being and attain particular states 

such as happiness, wisdom, or immortality (Foucault, 1988). 

 In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1977) used the example of the penal system to 

demonstrate how self-regulation is managed.  He argued that the threat of being regarded 

as deviant is a means of social regulation and that over time it has become more efficient 

for those in charge of penal institutions to move away from direct coercion and instead 

ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ  5ƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ 

examination, normalising judgements, and hierarchical observation.  I want to return 

briefly to the quotation that I included in chapter 1, from women talking about their 

admission to Magdalene homes: 
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When I got there they... (Religious staff)... took all your clothes off ...(crying).... 

Cut all your hair off and bandaged you ... (breasts)ΦΦΦ ǳǇ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

look like a girl, because your body was sin and belonged to the devil. 

hƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ƻŦ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ΦΦΦ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƴ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ άŦǊƻƳ ǘƻŘŀȅ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ 

...X... (not own name)... ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǊ ǿƘƻ ȅƻǳ 

ŀǊŜέΦ  όWCaΣ нлмлΣ Ǉ мфύΦ 

These quotations construct a stripping of identities using direct coercion in the context of 

an institution.  For Foucault, this kind of direct coercion is no longer necessary because 

disciplinary power could be used for self-regulation. Direct coercion does, however, appear 

to have been used as a form of regulation in the relatively recent past in Ireland.   To 

illustrate the idea of disciplinary power, Foucault used the example of .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ 

panopticon.  The panopticon was a circular prison structure that contained a number of 

cells.  Prisoners were put into cells in which they were separated from one another and 

unable to interact or communicate.  Guards could see the prisoners but could not be seen 

by the prisoners.  Constant observation, or the possibility of constant observation, what 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƎŀȊŜΩΣ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŜƭŦ-regulation or 

technologies of the self: the ways individuals act upon themselves to produce identities 

that are constituted in and through culture.  In this conception, subjectification of the self 

was accomplished through the influence of this imagined gaze, which was the motivation 

of individuals to take up particular kinds of discursive positions.  Furthermore, people who 

do not conform become problematized and may thus be subject to social interventions 

such as institutionalisation or social exclusion.  For Foucault, then, it is not sufficient to 

examine the subject as defined by discursive positions.  Rather, it is necessary to investigate 
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how subjectivities come into being by examining the discursive resources that are utilised 

when subjectivities are taken up.  In this conception, people are not entities with personal 

histories; rather, they are the targets of different and particular kinds of work on them.  

Furthermore, psychological systems are not continuous but varied.  This means that 

different kinds of subjectivities are taken up at different times and in different contexts. 

One of the kinds of power that was of interest to Foucault was the political power of the 

state in Western society.  He argued that this power had integrated the old power 

structures of Christian churches, what he described as pastoral power, into its own 

functions (Foucault, 1982).  Pastoral power meant that the church could offer salvation, 

command sacrifice, take care of whole communities, and know and direct the conscience.  

He went on to argue that the new kind of state that he identified also took up pastoral 

power.  The salvation that the Church provides is for the afterlife, whereas the state, he 

argued, provides health and finance in this life.  Group care, he claimed, is provided by the 

state in the form of community facilities such as hospitals.   The third way in which he 

believed that the state took on the pastoral power that the church had once held was by 

working on the individual and providing education.  

In an Irish context, this is particularly interesting since, historically, the state and the 

Catholic Church worked together to provide schools and hospitals.  For instance, although 

primary schools in Ireland are funded through state taxation, 96% of primary schools are 

owned by religious institutions; 90% of these by the Catholic Church (DES, 2014).  Similarly, 

the institutions in Ireland that I described in Chapter 1; the industrial schools, the 

Magdalene laundries, and the mother and baby homes, were owned by the Catholic Church 
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(or in some cases the Church of Ireland) and funded in various degrees by the Irish state.  

Lƴ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ theorisation, Christian Forms of governance have taken a number of forms 

over time; for example, as I discussed in Chapter 1, Christian ethics appear to have been 

guiding ethical principles, in aspirations for the Irish people by the government who 

produced the 1937 Constitution.  

According to Rose (2008), technologies of the self are closely related to governance; 

practices of domination and control relating to how the self and others are governed and 

who will accept being governed by whom.   Rose (1996) has also argued that, in 

contemporary Western society, particular kinds of subjects have been brought into being 

as a result of big shifts in the political discourse, resulting in neoliberal governance.  

Hamann (2009) defines ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘΩΣ and argues that 

the central aim of neoliberal governmentality is the creation of conditions for a subjectivity 

that is guided by market principles. The neoliberal subject is morally responsible for 

ensuring that financial self-interest (as distinct from the principles of freedom in liberal 

governance) is the guiding ethical value.  This approach, Hamann argues, has meant that 

poverty and disadvantage are judged as personal failures.  For Rose (1996), neoliberal 

subjects are brought into being through institutional practices, technologies of marketing, 

and consumption, which means that citizens are governed into understanding themselves 

as autonomous, responsible, choice making individuals.   In this context, choice is a form of 

subjectivity, rather than an actual claim to human agency.   

wƻǎŜ όнллуύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

is no need for one.  Instead, agency can be seen in resistance, which is necessary because 
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of the varying technologies of the self that act on individuals.  Agency arises in human 

behaviour because technologies of the self are in constant contradictory relation, making 

conflicting demands on the subject. Rose uses the example of when the techniques of the 

self of uniqueness and worthiness run up against techniques relating to oneself as the 

target of discipline, duty, and docility, or when humanism and authenticity is pitted against 

collective responsibility; Ψ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎΣ ŀŎǘŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎΩ 

(p.321). 

Taking this assumption as the basis for understanding what a human being is ς the ontology 

of the person ς has implications for how psychology can be done.   The next section will 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘŀƪŜƴ 

up by discursive psychologists and will outline some of the methodological approaches in 

psychology that inform this thesis.   

2.3 Examining talk 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ 

are understood in experimental psychology, which is the dominant form of social 

psychology in NortƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ŀƴŘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ όaŎDƘŜŜΣ мффсύΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ 

was taken up, ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀ ΨŎǊƛǎƛǎΩ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅ ό9ƭƳǎΣ мфтрύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ 

question the underlying assumptions of cognitive experimental work in relation to 

subjectivity, the purpose of psychology, and the best ways to understand human 

behaviour.  
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A psychology which investigated subjectivities that are brought into being by pre-existing 

discourses, required a number of conceptual shifts in understanding the person and in 

understanding how subjectivities can be studied.  Most importantly, if subjects are brought 

into being by discourse, it follows that a very important way of understanding people is by 

examining talk.  Whilst other ways of examining discourse and social practices can be 

valuable in understanding identities, talk is a particularly useful resource because it allows 

people to offer explanations, argue and justify meanings, contradictions and personhood. 

This allowed me to be attentive to the immediate and interactional aspects of talk and the 

ways in which talk is worked up in this context as distinct from more formally written texts. 

Potter and Wetherell (1987) produced the first application of discourse theory in the field 

of psychology.  In addition to drawing on the work of Michel Foucault, they were also 

influenced by theorisation in ethnomethodology: sense-making in everyday interactions. 

Ethnomethodological work of people such as Goffman (1955) and Garfinkel (1967, 1983) 

influenced this approach and drew attention to the ways in which social order is produced 

through everyday patterns of interaction and social practices.  The work of Barthes (1972) 

was also useful in establishing the importance of the meanings that are attached to words.  

In addition, in the field of linguistics, Austin (1962) had advanced the idea that words, 

rather than being a transparent medium for communication, actually accomplish things: 

that language forms the basis for social action.  At around this time, Sacks (1972) had begun 

to develop conversation analysis as a way of examining the patterned nature of talk in 

interaction and this approach was integrated into discursive psychological inquiry too.   
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Potter and Wetherell (1987) argued that when psychologists attempt to study inner 

experiences or thoughts, they are, in fact, examining discourse.  For this reason, they 

argued, in order to understand subjectivity, that talk must be the focus of investigation.  

They further drew attention to the ways in which talk accomplishes social action and the 

ways in which identities and selves are argued into being in interaction using pre-existing 

meanings.   

In their book, Discourse and Social Psychology: Beyond Attitudes and Behaviour (1987), 

Potter and Wetherell demonstrated the application of discursive psychological analyses to 

various topics in psychology such as attitudes and categorisation.   Their approach paid 

attention to the ways in which subjectivities are taken up in talk and interaction.  They 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǇŜǊǘƻƛǊŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƭȅ 

ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘΣ ōƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǳƴƛǘǎΩ ǘƘat are based on shared meanings within specific 

social contexts.  They argued that interpretative repertoires are used flexibly to construct 

actions in interaction and talk (Potter and Wetherell, 1987, p.171).   

The approach of discursive psychology informs this thesis. In addition to interpretative 

repertoires, a number of other analytic tools have been used to make sense of the ways in 

which subjectivities are taken up in talk.  The remainder of this sub section will examine 

subject positions, ideology, joint action, and narrative analysis, all of which will inform my 

own analysis.  I will then go on to discuss debates and developments within discursive 

psychology, which have led to some separation between conversation analytically 

influenced work and work which draws on Foucauldian principles and discourse at the 
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structural level.  The development of critical discursive psychology will be discussed and I 

ǿƛƭƭ ŀǊƎǳŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ²ŜǘƘŜǊŜƭƭΩǎ όмффуύ ǎȅƴǘƘŜǘƛŎ approach.   

2.3.1 Subject positions 

The concept of subject position is an important analytical tool in discursive psychology. 

Harré (2012) describes subject positions as potentially short term disputable rights and 

duties conferred on individuals, which allow them to perform particular kinds of 

meaningful action.  Subject positions are taken up in the context in which people interact 

and are used flexibly based on the available discursive resources.  Positioning thus has 

direct moral implications for available identities. 

One of the first examples of positioning theory was the work of Wendy Hollway (1989).  

Her research demonstrated the ways in which gendered positions are taken up.  She 

identified three dominant discourses relating to sexuality: the have / hold discourse, the 

permissive discourse, and the male sexual drive discourse.  Each of these is immediately 

recognisable as a position that is available in contemporary Western society.  The male 

ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŘǊƛǾŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

they cannot manage it themselves.  The have / hold discourse presents a version of 

sexuality that positions women as motivated by commitment to a man and motherhood, 

and the permissive discourse challenges the monogamy of have / hold and positions 

women as seeking out and enjoying sex without the desire for a relationship.  An important 

ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ IƻƭƭǿŀȅΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ 

be taken up in talk, but also that talk is doing something when it is utilised. Identities can 
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be ongoing and changing and people in varying life circumstances or interactive contexts 

may harness different positions in varying ways.    

2.3.2 Ideology and rhetoric 

The kinds of discourse that are available and the ways in which they are mobilised was 

discussed in the work of Michael Billig.  Billig (1991) argues that discourses are based on 

ideology.  For Billig, ideology is not contrasted with truth; rather, it is a set of beliefs 

embedded in discourse.  He argues that often such ideologies are used with such regularity 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǘǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎŜƴǎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

even questioned.  An example of this, which I will discuss further in chapter 3, is the ways 

ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎŜƴǎŜΩ ƛƴ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ 

and single caregiver is essential for the well-being of children (Bowlby, 1969).   

Billig (1987) also argued for the flexibility of talk.  He claims that when people talk they are 

arguing versions of events, rhetorically.   In addition, he argued that talk is performative.   

This performance is argumentative and rhetorical.  As Billig puts it, ΨHumans do not 

converse because they have inner thoughts to express, but they have thoughts to express 

because they converseΩ (Billig, 1987, p.111).  From this view, meaning is already present in 

society and is utilised flexibly by people in ways that allow them to present socially 

meaningful versions of themselves and others.   

For Billig, to fully understand the rhetorical and argumentative nature of talk, it is necessary 

to be aware of the positions that are being countered or refuted or against which a 

justification is being argued.  To illustrate this point, he used the metaphor of people as 
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students or scholars working within a particular tradition and utilising available knowledge 

in ways that support arguments. Furthermore, Billig regards talk and the rhetorical action 

that accompanies it as context dependant.  A young woman may announce her pregnancy 

in very different ways, depending on whether or not she is married and depending on who 

she is telling.   

Furthermore, ideologies are drawn upon in different ways and for varying purposes in 

different contexts.  The result is that positions are often taken up which are contradictory 

and variable.  Billig has called these contradictions that arise in talk ideological dilemmas.  

This variability is, in itself, of interest, because it allows us to trace the ways in which 

competing ideologies are cobbled together in varying contexts and for various rhetorical 

purposes.  The ways in which ideological dilemmas are negotiated, or not, as the case may 

be, allow us to examine some of the ways in which power is implicated in the management 

of identities.   

An important aspect of identity management is quite frequently the omission of certain 

information and silence on certain topics.   Certainly, as chapter 1 has already 

demonstrated, there have been substantial silences in Irish public discourse in relation to 

single motherhood ς so it also seems that what can be said and what cannot be said is 

context dependant and relevant to the historical time period.  Billig (2006) claims that 

silences are part of the rhetorical activity that arises in talk.  In theorising this aspect of talk, 

ƘŜ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǇǎȅŎƘƻŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΩΦ  CƻǊ 

Billig, this is not an unconscious process in the way that it is in psychoanalytic thought 

(Frosh, 1989, discusses these theories).  Rather, discursive repression is observable in 
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everyday interaction.  People refrain from saying certain things, which may not be 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨǇƻƭƛǘŜΩΦ  5ƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ, therefore, for Billig (2006), a form of rhetorical 

strategy that is used to accomplish some forms of action in talk but also prevent others. 

2.3.3 Joint action 

A central aspect of the use of language as a route to understanding subjectivity is the 

recognition that it is a shared resource and that identities are constructed within 

interactions.  From this view, minds and selves are a collation of fragments of talk that are 

socially and culturally embedded in a particular context.  Identities and selves are not fixed 

but are worked up within interactions.  Shotter (1993) calls this the radical indeterminacy 

of Ψjoint actionΩ.  In using this phrase, Shotter draws attention to the flexible and variable 

versions of identities that are worked up collaboratively in talk.  Although identities are 

socially constructed, he argues, they are constructed in ways that are flexible and 

dependent on the specifics of a particular conversation and the collaborations that happen 

within it.  Thus, identities are too variable and indeterminate to be amenable to the 

experimental goals of prediction and control.  Rather, orderly realities are constructed 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Řƛǎorderly conversational activities.  The consideration of 

joint action is particularly important for this thesis because the research involves talking 

with families about matters that impact on all of them. 

2.3.4 Narrative analysis  

One form of discursive investigation, which has yielded some valuable insights, comes from 

narrative psychology.  Narrative psychologists examine the intersection between the 

ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŀǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ 
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and culture (Crossley, 2000).  Narrative psychologists have identified structures in 

autobiographical stories  (e.g. Gergen and Gergen, 1988; Bruner, 1987).  Narrative studies 

have also noted that the stories people tell are inclined to have a ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ ΨƎƻ 

ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜΩ ό.ǊǳƴŜǊΣ мффлύΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ 

others, demonstrating meaning and purpose with an event, an outcome, and an emotional 

response.  Speakers pick out particular aspects of their lives that are noteworthy and 

significant or surprising. Crossley (2000), for example, found that narratives of illness can 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǊǳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ŀ ōǊŜŀŎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ 

everyday life, and that often these stories tell ƻŦ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩ 

afterwards.    

Similarly, a personal narrative could be constructed as a heroic journey (Gergen, 1998), in 

which the person triumphs in the face of adversity or as a person who makes choices about 

how they become a mother (Crossley, 2007)Φ   ²ƘŜǊŜŀǎ /ǊƻǎǎƭŜȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

ways in which identities are worked up moment to moment within interactions, Taylor and 

Littleton (2006) use a narrative-discursive approach to explore both continuities and 

fragmentation in the ways in which life narratives are constructed.  They argue that 

discourses are often part of a longer conversation with participants who are not present in 

the interaction, and that narratives often rehearse versions of the self, which allow for 

continuities in identity constructions to be established.  They draw attention to the 

rehearsed quality of many narratives.  In the case of family discussions, this seems to be a 

particularly useful way of examining talk, since families have a history of talking together 

over time and it will be interesting to see how this is constructed in talk.   
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2.4 Debates in discourse  

Within these many approaches to understanding identities through the use of language, a 

variety of debates have emerged about the best way to study and analyse language 

(Schegloff, 1997; Wetherell, 1998; Billig, 1999a; Schegloff, 1999a; Billig, 1999b) and the 

kinds of talk that should be selected for analysis (e.g. Potter & Hepburn, 2005). There has, 

consequently, been a separation between some theorists working in a conversation 

analytic framework and those who use methods which locate research in social and cultural 

discursive contexts.  Some conversation analysts (Schegloff, 1999a; Schegloff, 1999b) have 

argued that discourse analysis should focus only on the content of the conversations 

between the speakers and should not go beyond this data, because this is an imposition by 

the analyst.  On the other side of the debate (Billig, 1999a; Billig, 1999a), it is argued that 

conversation analysts still bring their own contextual knowledge to the analysis of data.  

From this division, at least two distinct traditions have emerged in discursive psychology: 

conversation analysis and critical discursive psychology.  This thesis will draw on the latter 

of these two - critical discursive psychology - because a knowledge of the cultural and 

historical context in which women talk about young single motherhood is essential for a 

full analysis and understanding of the ways in which the women manage the topic in talk.  

As Billig (1991) has argued, the rhetorical nature of talk means that often the things that 

are said are a response to a conversation that is not present.  This approach is, therefore, 

essential to understanding a topic that has been the subject of silence and invisibility in 

recent Irish history.   
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This is not to suggest that conversation analysis does not have important evidence to offer.  

Some fascinating insights have been drawn from research informed by conversation 

analysis.   Kitzinger and Frith (1999), for example, examined training offered to young 

women in order to help them refuse unwanted sexual advances.  Drawing on previous 

research, they argued that the norms around refusal involve particular patterns of 

response.  Generally, refusals are almost always presented with hedges and hesitations, 

ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ ŦƻǊŎŜŦǳƭƭȅΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨŘƛǎǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘΩ 

responses (Pomerantz, 1984).  Kitzinger and Frith (1999) conclude that attempting to teach 

young women to refuse unwanted sexual advances in ways that are emphatic and overt, 

which is what rape prevention training does, is a breach of the usual conversational 

patterns.  It would appear then that programmes which instruct women that their 

communication skills need to be more overt to avoid rape, implicitly blame women who do 

get raped for not communicating their wishes clearly enough.  This attention to the detail 

of talk and interaction is, therefore, well suited for uncovering some of the ways in which 

power structures social knowledge and in which meanings are socially constructed.  

However, it is also important to note, that this piece of research is based on a culturally 

held understanding that women are responsible for refusals and that this is embedded in 

the culture within which the research took place.  The kinds of talk which reproduce the 

idea that rape is potentially the fault of the victim and that women are responsible for 

preventing rape, are part of the discursive context that prompted this piece of research in 

the first place.  An analysis of the ways in which rape and sexual assault are constructed in 

everyday discourse can only add to what is already a valuable piece of research.  Wetherell 
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(1998) has proposed a synthetic approach to analysis of talk.  She argues that, for a 

complete scholarly analysis of talk, it is not sufficient to attend only to the technical aspects 

of language use.  Wetherell (1988) demonstrates the ways in which different forms of what 

have been termed discourse analysis can be used to illuminate different aspects of talk.  

She argues: 

My aim was not to endorse this division of labour ς conversation analysis 

then ethnomethodology then post-structuralist analysis or ethnography of 

communication or critical discourse analysis - but to suggest that for social 

psychological discursive projects a more synthetic approach is required 

focused on the development of analytic concepts which work across some of 

these domains such as, for instance, the notion of positioning, interpretative 

repertoires, ideological dilemmas, and so on (p397). 

From this view an analysis which is sensitive both to social context and to the ways in which 

talk is ordered during the minutiae of interaction is the most fruitful and informative way 

of analysing talk.  The context of the interpretative repertoires on which subjects draw, she 

argues, make offer a ways of examining why a particular utterance is identifiable in the first 

place.  It is this approach that will inform my own analysis of the talk of single mothers and 

their families.  

2.4.1 Feeling and talk  

Another area of debate and development in discursive psychology relates to the ways in 

which discursive methodologies can be applied to affect or emotion and indeed their 
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adequacy for the task (e.g. Blackman and Cromby, 2007).  The topic of single motherhood, 

as was apparent in Chapter 1, is one which is infused with emotional content; indignation 

at the treatment of single mothers; sorrow at the death of Ann Lovett; shame at being 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŦŀƭƭŜƴ ǿƻƳŀƴΩΤ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻƴΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

important to the topic and relevant to what Clough and Halley (2007) describe as a turn to 

affect.    

Emotion has been theorised in a variety of ways, often being regarded as different from or 

separate to talk.  From a discursive perspective, Wetherell (2012) describes emotion as: 

An emotion like anger or fear is not inside the self, as basic emotions 

research assumes, but is in relation to others, a response to a situation and 

to the world.  An emotion is a relational pattern and as such is automatically 

distributed and located across the psychosocial field.  Affect is never wholly 

owned, always intersecting and interacting (p.24). 

Discursive psychological investigations of emotion have examined cultural and historical 

variability in the emotional meanings that are available; the ways in which emotion talk is 

utilised for justifying, accounting for various kinds of actions or events; and the patterns 

and regularities that emerge in talk of affect.  Edwards (2001) argues that what is of 

importance in emotion talk is how emotions are defined, categorised, and contrasted with 

other emotions, and what these activities accomplish.   

When examining historical variation in emotion talk, Gillis (1988), for example, traces the 

emergence of the concept of romantic love as a relatively recent phenomenon, which was 

often separate and unrelated to marital pairing.  Likewise, McDougal (2016) claims that 

emotional negativity attached to illegitimacy did not apply in the middle ages.  Using the 
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example of William the Conqueror, she argues that the shame attached to his bastardy was 

not related to the lack of a marriage between his parents - because this had no impact on 

lineage or inheritance - but because it was a slur about the lack of social status of his 

maternal grandfather, who was a tanner.  His mother was thus regarded as the result of a 

ΨƳƛȄŜŘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜΦ   ¢ƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻn, and consequent humiliation and 

name calling, then, was related to social status and lineage, rather than connected to the 

out of wedlock childbearing.  These approaches are useful to the study of emotion for 

demonstrating the variable ways in which emotions have been constructed in different 

times and historical periods.  This is useful from a discursive perspective because it shows 

the ways in which various kinds of subjectivity are made available (Foucault, 1982). As 

McAvoy (2015) puts it: 

What people can know, do, think, and feel, are formed in and by regimes of 

knowledges and practices that constitute the world in particular ways, and 

generate particular ways of doing things (p.25) 

Rose (2008) has argued that emotions are forms of technology of the self, which regulate 

behaviour.  Emotions such as shame and disgust, for example, can be related to the kinds 

of subjectivities that are available in certain historical ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ΨŦŀƭƭŜƴ ǿƻƳŀƴΩ, for 

example, is likely to be constructed with indignation in current circumstances but was once, 

as was discussed in chapter 1, a cause for shame.  For Nichols (2003), moral orders are 

implicated in affective practices.  He argues that norms and moral orders (he uses the terms 

interchangeably) are maintained and sustained by the emotion that is attached to them.  

Local rules, about when a woman may or may not become pregnant, are crucial to the 

meaning of that pregnancy and thus have important consequences for emotion.      
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Wetherell (2012) reviews the contribution of BourdieuΩs (1998; 1984) concept of habitus 

to our understanding of emotions.  Habitus might usefully be understood as the system of 

dispositions and experiences that are culturally available in particular social contexts.  It 

can be thought of as socialised norms and tendencies that guide behaviour.  Bourdieu 

argues that emotion and affect act as conservative forces because they serve to reinforce 

the power of past practice.  If a person is in violation of the habitus, it can cause anxiety.  

Emotion and affect have also been linked to access to power and can increase or diminish 

it.  The concept of emotional capital suggests that some kinds of affective capital open up 

access to resources of different kinds (Wetherell, 2012).  For example, maternal love and 

devotion to children may well open up a route to respectability and social value.  

Emotion has also been studied in relation to narrative structure.  Lupton (1998) 

demonstrates the ways in which emotions are narrated in relation to natural emotion, in 

opposition to reasoned control.  By using a construction of loss of control, Lupton argues, 

gives the story a sense of the realness of the emotion that is under discussion and offers 

an explanation for its affective consequences.   

In addition to the study of the ways in which emotion categories are taken up as subject 

positions, the examination of the ways in which emotions are jointly coordinated in family 

situations is also important for this research.  Emotions, like other kinds of discursive 

resource, are shared in interactions of family members and are directly relevant to the 

subjectivities that are available to the participants.   

From a discursive perspective, Edwards (1997) argues that language and thought are not 

ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭΩ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ, such as motives, beliefs, and feelings, are discursive 
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constructions that are produced for ourselves and others in discourse.  Rather than relating 

experiences through language, this approach says that we come to know our experiences 

because of the language resources that are available to us, for use within a particular social 

context.    Discursive strategies are thus utilised to work up reactions as reactions, or for 

blaming, excuses and accounts.  This allows us to think through the ways in which social 

legitimacy are negotiated in families.  As Edwards (2005) notes, within interactions people 

are attentive to how they will be perceived and evaluated and may attempt to avoid 

potentially negative identities or subject positions; for example, being positioned as 

judgemental. Emotion and affect are therefore treated as forms of discursive construct and 

action in this thesis but also as related to the kinds of subjectivities that are available in the 

context of single motherhood.  They are of particular significance because the thesis is 

focused on the trouble that arises in identity construction. This has specific affective 

consequences, which are played out in the talk of the participants.  The approach to talk of 

emotion in this thesis will, therefore, follow calls for the synthesis of affect and language 

as intertwined parts of subjectivity and the dissolution of any dualism between language 

and affect (McAvoy, 2015; Wetherell, 2012). 

2.5 Chapter conclusions 

This chapter has discussed the theoretical basis for this thesis.  I have argued that, for a 

thorough understanding of single motherhood, and in particular single motherhood across 

generations, the isolation of variables and the measurement of outcomes is not the most 

useful starting point.  Rather, the approach taken is one that understands identities as 

socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1991; Gergen, 1999).   
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CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ (1982) modes of inquiry into how subjectivities are made available in talk was 

presented as the basis for understanding the ways in which identities are made available 

in discourse.  The discussion also presented some of the technologies that, Foucault argues, 

construct subjectivities; in particular, in relation to governance of the church and the state.  

wƻǎŜΩǎ όмффсύ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ Foucauldian theory was argued to 

be relevant as a dominant form of identity in Western society.   

The ways, in which the lines of inquiry opened up by the work of Foucault (1977; 1982; 

1986) have been developed in psychology, were presented, with an account of Potter and 

²ŜǘƘŜǊŜƭƭΩǎ ό1987) ground-breaking work in discursive psychology.  This work drew on 

influences from linguistics (Austin, 1962), as well as ethnomethodology (Goffman, 1983; 

Garfinkel, 1967), as well as the, at that time, newly emerging conversation analysis of Sacks 

(1972).   

The chapter went on to provide an overview of some of the analytic concepts that inform 

discursive psychology:  interpretative repertoires (Potter and Wetherell, 1987); subject 

positions (Davies and Harré, 2003); ideology and rhetoric (Billig, 1987; 1991); and the 

importance of joint action (Shotter, 1993). A brief account of the development of narrative 

analysis and its application within discursive psychology (Taylor and Littleton, 2006) was 

also provided.   

Some of the debates in discursive psychology that are relevant to this thesis were also 

outlined.  I argue, following Wetherell (1998), that a synthetic approach, which combines 

the orientation to the technical procedures for sense making in talk (Schegloff, 1997) with 

the Foucauldian orientation of the approaches of critical discursive psychology, is the most 
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fruitful approach for my research.  Similarly, affect is argued to be usefully regarded as a 

discursive resource but one that is inseparable from talk and is made available by the 

prevailing technologies (McAvoy, 2015; Wetherell, 2012). An important aspect of this 

theorisation is that, in this thesis, it will be applied to troubled identities; those which do 

not fit neatly with the ideal identities that are available in public discourse.  It is to these 

identities that the next chapter turns. 
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Chapter 3. ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨƘŀǇǇȅ ƳŀƛŘŜƴǎΩ 

In Chapter 1, L ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ !ƴ ¢ŀƻƛǎŜŀŎƘΣ 9ŀƳƻƴƴ 5Ŝ±ŀƭŜǊŀΣ ƻƴ {ǘ tŀǘǊƛŎƪΩǎ 

Day in 1943, in which he imagined identities for Irish people. The title of this chapter is a 

reference to this speech and refers to how women were άconstructedέ in this vision.  He 

ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ƭŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ƘŀǇǇȅ ƳŀƛŘŜƴǎΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ŦƛǊŜǎƛŘŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŦƻǊǳƳǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǎŘƻƳ 

ƻŦ ǎŜǊŜƴŜ ƻƭŘ ŀƎŜΩ (RTÉ archives, 1943).  This chapter is about the ways in which ΨƘŀǇǇȅ 

maidensΩ in Ireland are constructed in talk.  In it, I offer an account of some of the ways in 

which motherhood has been understood and how maternal roles have been constructed.  

In doing so, it examines the construction of childhood and some of the most prominent 

discourses in relation to the care of children.  The chapter then turns to the regulation of 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ sexual behaviour and the stigmatisation of certain kinds of sexual behaviour.  

Single motherhood in Ireland is then explored, along with some social and demographic 

changes in relation to single motherhood.  The chapter will argue that there has been a 

shift in focus from the stigmatization of all single motherhood, generally, to the 

stigmatisation of teenage mothers or those who appear to be teenage, and who are likely 

to be welfare dependant, and without a partner.   

3.1 Mothering  

In her classic text, ΨhŦ ²ƻƳŀƴ .ƻǊƴΩ, Adrienne Rich (1976) made a careful analysis of the 

institution of motherhood.  She argued that in patriarchal cultures motherhood has been 

defined in ways that attribute almost superhuman powers to mothers, whilst also working 
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to keep them powerless.  A mother is thus regarded as self-sacrificing, resourceful, capable, 

and indispensable to the wellbeing of her child or children.  However, her loyalty and 

sacrifice also rob her of her ability to be powerful and independent outside of the home.  

Changes in many post-industrial societies since the Second World War have meant that 

many women have had increasing opportunities to manage fertility and engage with 

education and the world of work.  This should potentially have allowed women the 

opportunity to take up identities that are not primarily defined in relation to mothering.  

However, theorists in the field of mothering studies argue that gains, in terms of 

independence, made by career women are lost when they become mothers (O'Brien-

Hallstein, 2011).  Furthermore, some theorists have identified what Douglas and Michaels 

(2004) call ΨbŜǿ aƻƳƛǎƳΩ; a romanticised version of the mothering of the 1950s.  New 

Momism constructs mothers as spending all of their time caring for children and, it is 

argued, has become a dominant way of understanding motherhood.  This twenty-first 

century ideal in the Western world represents a return to essentialist notions of 

motherhood, which present an ideal mother as one who sacrifices her career because of 

the assumed biological imperative to nurture her children (O'Reilly, 2010). This supposed 

ΨƛŘŜŀƭΩ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŀǘǘŀƛƴ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ 

(if not actual social power) as a result ƻŦ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΩ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ, as O'Brien 

Hallstein (2011) argue, because it is so labour intensive and time consuming.   

Douglas and Michaels (2004) claim ǘƘŀǘ ΨƴŜǿ aƻƳƛǎƳΩ ǿŀǎ ŀōǎorbed from consumption of 

media.  This claim was investigated, using questionnaire research by Henderson et al. 

(2010).  They found that, rather than attributing the source of their ideas of motherhood 
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to media, most women claimed that the primary influence of their mothering was other 

mothers because they were ΨsurveilledΩ by other mothers.  In addition, an interesting 

outcome in the study was that a quarter of the respondents wrote additional notes on the 

questionnaire and stated that their main source of influence was from surveillance from 

ΨǎŜƭŦΩ, through guilt.   This underlines one of the issues with a great deal of positivist inspired 

research: that the variables that are offered for measurement are constructed by 

researchers and may not offer all the variables or even the most important ones.  

Henderson et al. (2010) included these hand written additions within their analysis and 

concluded that interpersonal monitoring and self-surveillance were the main motivations 

for the need to, as Douglas and Michaels put it, Ψput on the doting, self-sacrificing mother 

and wear it at all times. With intensive mothering, everyone watches us, we watch 

ourselves, and we watch ourselves watching ourselves. Motherhood has become a 

psychological police stateΩ (p.6).   

3.1.1 Constructing childhood constructing parenting  

The ways in which motherhood is constructed are linked to understandings of what it 

means to be a child.  In his sociology of childhood in Europe, Ariés (1962) argues that, prior 

to the 17th century, children and childhood were constructed in entirely different ways to 

those that are assumed today.   The high mortality rate amongst children until the 17th 

century, he claims, meant that parents understood ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǎ ΨƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΩ ōŜƛƴƎǎ, poised 

between life and death, rather than as individuals or as vulnerable and in need of care, as 

they came to be understood.  As rates of infant mortality decreased, Ariés (1962) argues, a 

culture of childhood emerged, along with increased affection and attention paid to 



/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ оΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨƘŀǇǇȅ ƳŀƛŘŜƴǎΩ 

 
 

55 
 

children.  This change in the ways in which childhood was constructed, coincided with 

economic changes.  This in turn began a move towards the requirement that children be 

educated, resulting in their separation from the world of work and a greater differentiation 

between children and adults.   

Alongside the development of childhood, Ariés (1962) claims, the family as a distinct and 

separate unit, the nuclear family, began to be represented in popular culture. 

wŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ΨǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŎŀǊŜΩ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘren, appeared in calendars 

and other forms of pictorial representation that were popular at the time.   Prior to this 

period, he claims, living arrangements of masters, servants and various relatives were the 

norm.  

The development of distinct family units in the form of the nuclear family, in turn, led to 

greater responsibility for childcare within small family settings. Ermann, Ponsford, Spence 

and Wright (2014) argue that, in the years leading up to the turn of the 20th century, there 

was a new attention to parenting practices, leading to the advent of books offering advice 

on how to raise children.  Although the books were called parenting books, they were 

primarily aimed at mothers.   Franzblau (1999) has argued that the influence of positivism, 

psychoanalysis, and evolution combine in a grand narrative, from which emerged one of 

the greatest influences on theories of childcare - attachment theory.   

3.1.2 Attachment theories 

Some of the most influential work on the development of attachment relationships in 

infancy and early childhood stem from attachment theory, proposed by Bowlby (1969, 
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1973, 1980).  This approach is focused on the developing relationship between an infant 

and his or her primary care giver (generally the mother) and the impact this has on 

development. In developing attachment theory, Bowlby drew on a number of sources, 

primarily ethology and psychodynamics. Bowlby proposed that infants are biologically pre-

disposed to attach to the mother and maintain proximity to her in order to ensure physical 

safety, in a similar way to the way in which young birds were observed by Lorenz  (1965) to 

imprint on the first thing they see after hatching.  In human infants, Bowlby suggested, 

attachment to a single caregiver develops in the first year of life and is the basis for the 

ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜǎǇŀƴΦ ΨLƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ 

ƳƻŘŜƭǎΩ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ 

ΨǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ƘŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜd.  The theory has been criticised on a 

number of grounds.  It was criticised for its focus on the mother as the primary attachment 

figure (which I will explore later in this chapter) and it was criticised in relation to 

methodology; Bowlby arrived at his theory based on his observations of very disturbed 

adolescent boys living in residential care.  He surmised that the reason for their antisocial 

behaviour was a ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƭƻǾŜΩΦ 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ .ƻǿƭōȅΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŜǎǘŜŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƻbservational method developed by 

Ainsworth, et al. (1978).  They developed a means of categorising the quality of 

ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ 

ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ  Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŀǎƛ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜΣ the reaction of an infant to the return of 

its mother, having been briefly left alone with a stranger, was observed.  These researchers 

identified three distinct kinds of attachment, ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǎŜŎǳǊŜƭȅ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘΩΣ 
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ΨŀǾƻƛŘŀƴǘΩ, ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴǘΩΦ  CƻǊ !ƛƴǎǿƻrth et al. (1978), a securely attached child is one who 

is distressed by separation from the mother, but is easily comforted on her return; an 

avoidant child is one who is not greatly distressed at being left with a stranger and who 

does not urgently seek proximity with the mother on her return; and a resistant child is 

deeply distressed by the separation and both seeks comfort and resists it upon the 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴΦ  {ŜŎǳǊŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΣ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ǘƘŜ 

other two approaches are regarded as indicative as a failure in maternal sensitivity.  

Attachment studies have been repeated across a range of studies and have been found 

across a range of cultural settings.  Children in cultures as diverse as the USA, Israel, 

Botswana, and Guatemala all appear to exhibit intensified distress from around the age of 

seven months, when separated from the mother (Super and Harkness, 1998).   

However, the specific physical setting, the organisation of environments and schedules and 

patterns of care the child experiences need to be considered, in relation to the pattern of 

attachment that is observed and how we choose to interpret it. Cultural variations in 

attachment patterns have also been identified and these raise questions about 

interpretations of the attachment categories observed and, in particular, the assumption 

ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǎŜŎǳǊŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

sensitive mothering.  For example, Super and Harkness (1998) note that !Kung San infants 

do not manifest the same level or duration of distress exhibited by American children on 

separation from the mother, but are deeply distressed by the presence of a stranger.  This 

difference can be attributed to the kinds of care to which the child becomes accustomed 

in different cultural settings.  For !Kung San infants, care from people other than the 
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mother is a usual and expected form of care, but children in this culture almost never 

encounter strangers.  Conversely, children in countries such as the United States and 

England become accustomed to more exclusive maternal care but encounter strangers on 

an almost daily basis.  This suggests that the meaning the encounter has for the child is 

crucial to our understanding of the categorisation of attachment and that this meaning is 

contingent upon the patterns of care the child experiences in a particular social and cultural 

context.   

There have also been variations across cultures in the proportion of children who are 

allocated to the three attachment categories: secure, avoidant, and resistant (van 

IJzendoor and Kroonenberg, 1988).  Whilst secure attachment is the most common 

category amongst infants in Britain, Japan, Germany, and the US, the patterning, of 

avoidant attachment and resistant behaviour, highlight additional issues relating to the 

beliefs and expectations of the infant.  Japanese children, for example, appear to be much 

more likely to react in a resistant fashion upon being reunited with their mother, than in 

an avoidant fashion.  For Shaffer (1996), this difference can be explained by the fact that 

Japanese children are almost never separated from their mothers and would therefore be 

much more intensely distressed by such a separation than children who are accustomed to 

occasional separations.  Children in Germany, on the other hand, demonstrate anxious 

avoidant behaviour far more often than children in the other countries, possibly for the 

opposite reason: that separation from the mother is not as strange a situation for a German 

infant as it is for a Japanese child.  The labelling of the categories is therefore the result of 

sets of cultural values about mothering in the United States and Britain, which assume that 
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a child, who is distressed by separation from his or her mother, is securely attached, 

ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ōŀōƛŜǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊŜŘ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜƭȅΩ should react.  

Researchers in a German setting, for example, might equally have labelled children who 

ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŀǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭŜŦǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊ ŀǎ ΨǎŜŎǳǊŜΩ, rather than ΨŀǾƻƛŘŀƴǘΩ, with 

children who could only be comforted by their mother labelled ŀǎ ΨƛƴǎŜŎǳǊŜΩΦ  [ƛƪŜǿƛǎŜ, the 

assumption that the intense distress of Japanese children upon separation from the mother 

ƛǎ ΨǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴǘΩ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǎŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ΨǎŜŎǳǊŜΩ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΣ ǘƘǳǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦȅƛƴƎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƳŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǎŜƴǎƛtivity.  Levine and Miller (1990) 

argue that this demonstrates that what is considered desiraōƭŜ ƻǊ ΨŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΩ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘǎ ƛǎ 

defined and categorised on the basis of research carried out in Britain and America and is 

thus a function of the cultural beliefs of the researchers (Levine and Miller, 1990). 

.ƻǿƭōȅΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǿŀǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ  ƳƻƴƻǘǊƻǇƛǎƳΥ the assumption that children 

need one carer; usually the mother.  This ǿŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘƻƴŜ ƻŦ .ƻǿƭōȅΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ 

the cultural assumption in the society in which the theory was developed.  However, 

mothers have been found to take full responsibility for the exclusive care of their infant in 

only 60% of societies (Weisner and Gallimore, 1977). An example of alternative care 

practices is provided by Tronick and Morelli (cited in Schaffer, 1996) who observed 

childcare patterns amongst Efe pygmies and found that infants in this community are cared 

for, and form attachments to, around fourteen adults and children within their social 

group.  The researchers conclude that this pattern of child rearing is essential for the 

security of infants, where there is a strong likelihood that the mother could die and thus 

become unavailable for the infant.  If the constant care of a single attachment figure is not 
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the usual pattern of care in a particular culture, then it follows that attachment to a single 

person may not be as necessary for the wellbeing of children as attachment theories claim.  

Assuming that the mother is the necessary attachment, which a child can use as a ΨǎŜŎǳǊŜ 

ōŀǎŜΩ ŦƻǊ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ 

work equally well. Infants have been found to attach to a range of people other than the 

mother, including those who attach to their carer in a kibbutz (Sagi, et al., 1985); day-care 

staff (Goosens and van IJzendoorn, 1990); those who attach to siblings (Weisner and 

Gallimore, 1977); and those who attach to male figures (usually the father) (Cohen and 

Campos, 1974).   

Super and Harkness (1988) argue that what has developed in relation to child rearing is a 

ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ΨŜǘƘƴƻǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎΩΤ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

development and the kinds of goals that are acceptable and desirable.  Considering culture 

from this perspective, Cole (1988) argues that human beings use culture as the instrument 

of development.  He goes on to suggest that attachment, as measured by the strange 

situation technique, is not culturally sensitive because it ignores the differing 

developmental goals of parents in different cultural contexts.  In relation to maternal 

sensitivity, for example, observations that compare maternal behaviour in New York and 

Tokyo (Bornstein et al. cited in Cole, 1992) found that, ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎΩ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

mothers was the same in each context, the ways in which mothers responded to infants 

differed.  American mothers responded to their infants when the infants focused on 

objects, whilst Japanese mothers responded when they focussed on the mother.  Such 

variation in the mothŜǊǎΩ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘǳǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƻƴ 
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the part of the mother, about the nature and goals of development.  Similarly, Tobin, et al. 

(1998) found that, in a Japanese context, behavioural difficulties with a child were 

interprŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŘƛǎƻǊŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŀƳŀŜΩ όǇΦнтлύ; difficulties with the ability to depend on the 

group.  Such an approach might easily be contrasted with the implicit goals of attachment 

approaches, which assume that the mother is used as a secure base for the development 

of independence, rather than the goal of development being to develop group 

dependence. 

For Singer (1998), ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ΨƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ 

specific model for regulating behaviour and for internalising moral ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΩ όp.68).  In a 

strong critique of the model, she suggests that the goals of attachment theory have helped 

to facilitate a system of belief in Western culture, where mothers who mother sensitively 

are believed to be central to the proper development of their children. This approach, she 

argues, transmits a set of values that are, not only specific to a particular cultural context, 

but also specific to the developmental goals of the middle classes, which, she argues, may 

be vastly different from those of poor parents.    

Despite these and many other reservations about attachment theory, it has had a wide 

influence beyond developmental psychology.  It has been used as an explanation for 

various social issues, for example, domestic violence (for examples see, Allison et al. 2008; 

Babcock, Jacobson, Gottman and Yerington, 2000; Bowlby, 1984) and is the basis of many 

of the parenting books that are now available.   
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3.1.3 Attachment parenting 

Whilst attachment theory was used as the basis for much parenting advice for the decades 

following the section world war, in more recent decades parenting advice has come from 

a similar, though not entirely different source.  Ermann, Ponsford, Spence and Wright 

(2014) argue that, since the 1990s, there has been a growth in the popularity of parental 

advice books, ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ΨŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƛƴƎΩΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ƭƻŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 

approach with a paediatrician, William Sears, MD, and his wife, Martha Sears, RN. (Sears 

and Sears, 1993), who are based in the United StatesΦ  Ψ!ǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƛƴƎΩ ƛǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ 

as a counter discourse to parenting practice by Sears and Sears.  It encourages parents to 

pay attention ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛƴŎǘǎΩ ƻŦ ŎŀǊŜΦ  !ǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ 

babies from the moment they are born, is constructed as important for promoting 

ΨŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ baby-wearing, bedding close to baby, and a belief 

in the signal of ōŀōƛŜǎΩ cries (Spence and Wright, 2014).   

Ermann et al. όнлмпύ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ {ŜŀǊǎΩ ōƻƻƪǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ  

of parenting books, arguing that it is representative, and indeed a leading voice, in the 

ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ΨŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƛƴƎΩΦ  They argue that the book is 

written using a discourse of benevolent paternalism, which is aimed at mothers and draws 

on evolutionary discourses about the naturalness of maternal care and caring.  

There are a variety of debates about attachment style parenting. Liss and Erchull (2012), 

ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘǎΩ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘǿƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ 

discourses.  One set of discourses argued that mothering and attachment style mothering, 

in particular, was empowering for women.  The other argued that the institution of 
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motherhood is inherently patriarchal: positioning women as responsible for emotional 

labour and the reproduction of society.  In either case, it remains that mothering and 

maternal care remain an important site of identity construction for many women with 

children. 

3.1.4 Mothering in Ireland 

A specific vision of motherhood in Ireland was constructed in the legislative framework of 

the state, following independence.  In the 1937 constitution, which is still in force today, 

the role of women is clearly outlined: 

In particular, the State recognises that by her life within the home, woman 

gives to the State a support without which the common good cannot be 

achieved.  The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall 

not be obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of 

their duties in the home.  The State pledges itself to guard with special care 

the institution of Marriage, on which the Family is founded, and to protect 

it against attack.  (Constitution of Ireland, 1937, Article 41).   

In this article of the Irish Constitution ,ΨǿƻƳŀƴΩ ƛǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ΨǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ƘƻƳŜΩΦ  Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ōȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ΨǿƻƳŀƴΩ ŀǎ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ 

next sentence, the role is constructed as ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘΦ  In this 

conceptualisation, a mother is also economically dependent on a man because of her 

ΨŘǳǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜΩΦ  ¢ƘŜ ΨƭŀōƻǳǊΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ 

economic necessity, is presumably paid work outside the home and not domestic or 

emotional labour.    
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Radosh (2008) argues that discourses relating to the centrality of mothers developed long 

before the formation of the Irish Republic.  She argues that this was a response to the 

famine of 1845-1852 and the need to manage the resources of the household and protect 

future generations.  She suggests that, in post famine Ireland, mothers established 

domestic power which, in alliance with their priests, meant that they were responsible for 

moral codes, including those relating to sexual discipline.  This management of 

reproduction was necessary to the wellbeing of families and communities to ensure that 

adequate resources (in terms of food and land to produce it on) were available to raise 

children to adulthood.  Whether the regulation of food and sexual behaviour conferred 

actual social power on women is debatable.  It would seem more likely, following the logic 

of Skeggs (1997), that this was an attempt by women to attain respectability and social 

value within existing social power structures.   

Following the declaration of the Irish Republic, the maternal role constructed in the 

Constitution of Ireland, and the related legal and social policy that was enacted, ensured 

that Irish women were primarily defined in relation to their function as bearers and 

nurturers of children and as dependant spouses.  Since the 1980s, there has been gradual 

social change supported by legislation.  The ban on married women engaging in a range of 

occupations outside of the home ended in 1977.  It became possible to obtain 

contraception legally on prescription from 1980 onwards and over the counter from 1992.  

The constitutional ban on divorce ended, following a referendum on the issue in 1995, 

which meant that people could leave a marriage and remarry legally after that date.  

Women now make up 46.3 % of the workforce (CSO Census, 2016).  Such changes have 
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allowed greater economic independence and control and limit fertility for some women.  

CŜǊǘƛƭƛǘȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ 

of the home.  Not only is this linked to the legalisation and greater availability of 

contraception, but as Hilliard (2004) has noted, the social pressure on women to have a 

baby every year is no longer in force.  Abortion, however, remains illegal, except where the 

ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ όǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ ƛƴ LǊƛǎƘ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴύ is 

in immediate danger.  

3.1.5 Mothering identities  

Motherhood is, not only ascribed as an identity in legislative contexts and in social policy, 

but has also been found to be an identity that is both assigned and taken up in ways that 

are important to social standing.  Kaplan (1990) argues that once women cease to be single, 

the requirements of their identities change.  Independent/sexual woman is subordinated 

to the wife/mother, who locates her sexual activity within marriage (Kaplan, 1990).  

Women in this context might be argued to have attained respectability. Skeggs (1997) 

argues that respectability is a discursive resource that informs the uptake of subject 

positions and that the performance of this kind of respectability involves the negotiation 

of class, heterosexuality, and care, as well as the protection and education of children. 

As greater numbers of women have become active in the Irish workforce, expressed 

attitudes to financial dependence on husbands have also changed. A nationwide study of 

attitudes to family in Ireland (Fine-Davis, 2011) found that ninety per cent of the 1404 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛǘ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩΦ  The question about female financial independence was not asked in the 
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previous survey in 1981.  However, in the 2011 survey, fifty-two per cent ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨōŜƛƴƎ 

ŀ ǿƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀƴȅ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǿŀƴǘΩ; a decrease from 

seventy-eight per cent in 1981 (Fine-Davis, 1988). This suggests that, despite an increase in 

women working outside the home, many people in Ireland still endorse ideals related to 

women being first and foremost wives and mothers.  Indeed, seventy-nine per cent of the 

ǎŀƳŜ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƳŜƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǿŀƴǘ to give the kind of protection and support they 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩ ŀƴŘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŎŀǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ Ŏhildren 

is best done by ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩΦ  The contradictions that arise in the responses to this 

questionnaire are not surprising.  As I discussed in Chapter 2, discourses can be taken up 

and deployed in ways that are varied and sometimes contradictory.  In addition, 

questionnaire research has been found to be a poor predictor of actual behaviour (Potter 

and Wetherell, 1987); these findings illustrate this nicely.  However, they are also indicative 

of the kinds of discourses that circulate in Irish society and are endorsed in questionnaire-

based research. 

Motherhood remains a hugely important site of identity construction for many women.  As 

an institution, it is accorded status and, as Liss and Erchull (2012) have argued, is taken up 

by some women as a source of fulfilment.  On the other hand, according to Henderson, et 

al (2010) a mother is subjected to the gaze of other mothers and turns that gaze on herself 

and others.  A good mother is respectable and takes her mothering seriously.  Management 

of the self is essential to ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōŜƭ ƻŦ ΨōŀŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩΦ The good mother is chaste within 

marriage and also before it.  She must, according to Weldon (1988), be a Madonna and 

never a whore. 
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3.2 Women and sexuality 

The management and regulation of sexual desire and behaviour has long been identified 

as an important means of social control, as well as a central component in the formation 

of the self (Freud, 1930; Foucault, 1977).  As Kaplan (1990) notes, sexual respectability is 

an important part of mother identities.   Ferriter (2009) argues that, when the Irish state 

was formed one of the ways of creating an identity of Irishness was to stand in contrast to 

a lack ƻŦ ΨǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅΩ in Protestant England.  By way of example, he offers an excerpt 

from a letter from one of the advisers to Archbishop McQuaid, who had an extremely 

powerful influence on Irish social policy, about the state of English morality facing Irish 

immigrants: 

Public morals and conventions in Britain naturally depend for their standards 

on the degree of vitality animating the Church of England. [Χϐ ¢ƘŜ absence 

of any religious incentive among the bulk of the population has brought 

many to a state which can only be described as pagan. (DDA McQuaid 

papers, 1943, in Ferriter, 2009 p 76). 

Standards similar to those espoused by the middle classes in Victorian Britain, Ferriter 

(2009) argues, continued to dominate well into the 1980s in Ireland.  The argument about 

a positioning of identities as self-consciously chaste and moral, has much in common with 

what Skeggs (2007) has argued, about the ways in which working class women make 

investments in respectability in order to counter Ψmiddle class disgustΩΦ  {ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

working class women are subjected to a lack of respectability in ways that middle class 

women are not.  As a post-colonial society forging new and separate identities from 
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Englishness, it seems that Irishness, particularly Irish womanhood, was idealized as chaste 

and respectable.   

WomenΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŀƴ LǊƛǎƘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀǊƎǳed as having been constructed as a 

submissive and passive recipient of powerful male sexual urges (Inglis, 2005).  Maintenance 

of this kind of sexual identity for Irish women, Inglis argues, is the result of various kinds of 

surveillance.  Hilliard (2004), for example, documents talk about control and surveillance 

ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘer part of the 20th century.  She 

interviewed Irish women who first became mothers in the 1950 and 1960s.  Her 

participants identified issues of power and control in relation to sexuality and reproduction 

much more closely with the Catholic Church, and its influence on social expectations, than 

ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ IƛƭƭƛŀǊŘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ 

and sexual control in terms of initial unquestioning acceptance of the social expectations 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΦ  IƛƭƭƛŀǊŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ interviews took place in 1975.  At that time, contraception 

was not only unavailable, but was constructed as an option that did not exist because of 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎǇŀŎƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƛǘŀƭ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎƛŜǎΦ 

Interviews conducted with the same women in 2000 identified gradual disillusionment with 

the Church, due to various sexual scandals.  When the participants were interviewed in the 

second study, they argued that, as a result of this disillusionment with the Church, they had 

rejected the authority of the clergy to regulate sexuality.  They also expressed anger about 

secrecy, silence, and control in the past.  One specific scandal was mentioned by many of 

the participants in that study, as a turning point in their willingness to comply with Catholic 

teaching in relation to sexuality.  It was the public scandal surrounding the publication of a 
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book by an American divorcee, Annie Murphy (Murphy, 1994), about her affair with 

celebrity Bishop, Eamonn Casey, which resulted in the birth of a son, Peter, in 1979.  

Interestingly, ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ IƛƭƭƛŀǊŘΩǎ όнлллύ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ /ƘǳǊŎƘ 

outright, just the authority it had held over their reproductive and sexual lives.   

Ferriter (2009) has argued that towards the end of the 20th century, media influences from 

outside of Ireland and a loss of status and moral authority by the Catholic Church began to 

erode some of the boundaries in relation to the regulation of sexuality. Women 

interviewed by Murphy-Lawlass et al. (2004) identified young Irish women as experiencing 

greater sexual freedoms than their ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘhese women argued 

that permissive discourses, which constructed women as having sexual freedoms, were 

much more related to media fantasies, than to being actually free to have sex with 

whomever they chose.  They also claimed that stigma about perceived promiscuity was a 

barrier to the use of contraception.  

The permissive discourses referred to by the women in Murphy-[ŀǿƭŜǎǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ όнллпύ 

study hŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ΨǊŀǳƴŎƘΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ 

States (Levy, 2006; Paul, 2006), as well as in the United Kingdom (e.g. Bale, 2011).  Raunch 

culture (Levy, 2006) describes a discourse that, Levy argues, is produced in the media and 

positions women as sexy and sexually ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΦ Lƴ [ŜǾȅΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ these discourses position 

ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΦ  {ƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ Ψŀ ŎŀǊǘƻƻƴƭƛƪŜ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ 

ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΩ ό[ŜǾȅ, 2005, p.5), which is not concerned with female sexual pleasure but rather 

with making women sexually available to men.  tŀǳƭ όнллсύ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ΨǘƘŜ 

ǇƻǊƴƛŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ 
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presenting themselves in ways which emulate strippers and porn stars. Both these theorists 

argue that such representations do not open up spaces for talk of female sexual enjoyment 

and fulfilment of sexual desires.   

Stokes (2010) identified a growth in raunch culture, in Ireland.  She suggests that 

positioning women as happily embracing sexual activity in this way, ultimately results in 

women seeking male approval for being sexually attractive, rather than as seeking their 

own pleasure.  She further argues that raunch is an additional pressure on women to aspire 

to be sexually available outside of relationships (Stokes, 2010).   It appears then, as Inglis 

and MacKeogh (2012) suggestΣ ǘƘŀǘ LǊƛǎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ŀ ΨŘƻǳōƭŜ ōƛƴŘΩ ƻŦ 

contradictory discourses of, on the one hand, subservience, innocence, and constraints on 

sexual activity and, on the other hand, media portrayals of being sexually independent and 

available.  Sexual independence is also not associated with motherhood (Kaplan, 1990) and 

this is a site of potential identity trouble (Wetherell, 2005) for single mothers. 

3.3 Out of wedlock child bearing     

The topic of single motherhood has its own relation to sexuality.  Condemnation of women 

who have had children outside of marriage has taken a variety of forms, at different times 

in history.  Single mothers have been variously regarded as wanton, feeble minded, and 

lacking in sexual morality, as well as a threat to the family, irresponsible, bad mothers, 

undeserving of welfare, and deliberately getting pregnant to obtain housing and benefits 

(Carabine, 2001).  Though moral condemnation of single motherhood still remains, in 

recent decades stigmatisation has focused on teenage mothers and those who are welfare 

dependent (e.g. Mann and Roseneil, 1994; Hyde, 2000).  Tyler (2008) describes media 
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stereotypes as a vehicle for such condemnation, which, she argues, ƛǎ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ΨƳƛŘŘƭŜ 

Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŘƛǎƎǳǎǘΩ aimed at working class women (Skeggs, 2005).  This stereotype, Tyler (2008) 

argues has been chŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ƘŀǾΩ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇŜΦ 

 The chav mum or pramface, with her hoop earrings, sports clothes, pony 

tail (ΨCroydon faceliftΩ) and gaggle of mixed race children, is the 

ǉǳƛƴǘŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜΣ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΥ ŀƴ ƛƳƳƻǊŀƭΣ ŬƭǘƘȅΣ 

ignorant, vulgar, tasteless, working-Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǿƘƻǊŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŬƎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŎƘŀǾ ƳǳƳ 

circulates within a wide range of media, celebrity media, reality television, 

comedy programming on British television, consumer culture, print media, 

ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ ƴŜǿǎ ƳŜŘƛŀΣ ŬƭƳǎΣ ŀnd Ψchav hateΩ websites (Tyler, 2008, p.19) 

IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊƘƻƻŘ ǿŀǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŀ 

post-colonial identity project. Ferriter (2009) argues that the post-independence identity 

was one which was primarily focused on Roman Catholic, rural, agrarian people, living 

ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƭƭ ŎƘŀǎǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŎƻǊǊǳǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŀȄƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ 

in England.  Women, in particular, were expected to maintain chastity as a matter of 

national pride. Women who were thought to be sexually immoral, as a result of breaching 

sexual norms, or who might have the potential to become sexually immoral, were regarded 

as a serious threat to the social order. Social censure of sexual behaviour, limited 

availability of contraception and absence of legal abortion, meant that out of wedlock 

childbearing was particularly problematic in Ireland. Guilbride (2004) goes so far as to argue 

that becoming pregnant outside of marriage in post-independence Ireland was perceived 

to be as serious as a criminal act because it disgraced the woman, her family, her 

community, and her nation.  For these reasons, single motherhood was contained, 

stigmatised, silenced, and shamed in Irish society.  
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A woman who was pregnant and unmarried could expect to be disowned by her family and 

her community.  In some cases, women in these situations were committed to asylums 

(Kelly, 2008); others were institutionalised, or sent to mother and baby homes.   As I 

discussed in Chapter 1, one notorious form of institutionalisation, was the Magdalene 

laundries. These were religious run residential institutions, where women participated in 

unpaid labour, sometimes on government contracts. Between 1922 and 1996, when the 

last of the Magdalene laundries closed, 30,000 women spent time in laundries in Ireland.  

Another approach was for women to be housed in mother and baby homes, which were 

funded by the state and by donations from adoptive families of babies that were born in 

the homes.  Women were brought to these institutions by family members and were 

admitted on the basis that they were ΨŦŀƭƭŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩ.  In practice, Smith (2007) argues, this 

included women who were thought to be sexually active outside of marriage; prostitutes; 

incest victims; girls who were exiting Industrial Reform schools; or those who were deemed 

too pretty or too simple for their own good (Smith, 2007).  

Inglis (2002) claims that throughout the 1980s and into the early 1990s, when 

institutionalisation became less common, single mothers continued to be stigmatised and 

certain cases that came to public notice were used as what he calls ΨŜȄŜƳǇƭŀǊǎΩ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

women - a warning about how they might be treated if they became sexual transgressors.  

He demonstrates this claim with a case study of wƘŀǘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƛƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ 

YŜǊǊȅ ōŀōƛŜǎΩ ŎŀǎŜΩΦ  Lƴ мфуп, a woman called Joanna Hayes, who was reputed to have 

attempted to conceal a second out of wedlock pregnancy, was arrested and charged with 

the murder of a baby that had been found washed up on a beach some distance along the 
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Kerry coast from where she lived.  A search of her family farm identified another baby, 

which she and her family claimed was the baby she had been carrying, and which had died 

shortly after birth.  It had been wrapped in a plastic bag and buried nearby.  Although the 

baby on the beach had a different blood type to, Joanna Hayes, Jerimiah Locke (her lover), 

and the child found on the farm, An Garda Siochána (the Irish police force) pressed charges 

against her for murder.  They claimed that Joanna Hayes had given birth to twins, due to 

superfecundation: impregnation by more than one person as a result of intercourse with 

both during ovulation.  The basis for this accusation was that, since she already had a child 

with a married man, Jerimiah Locke, and she was continuing a clandestine relationship with 

him, it was likely that she was having sexual intercourse with a variety of men.  No evidence 

of Joanna Hayes having sexual partners other than Jerimiah Locke was presented.  

Following extensive public controversy, the charges were dropped.  For Inglis (2002), the 

Kerry babies case illustrates a form of disciplinary power.  Joanna Hayes he claims, was a 

ǎŎŀǇŜƎƻŀǘ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŜȄƻǘƛŎ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ, aƴ ΨŜȄŜƳǇƭŀǊΩ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿomen about 

the consequences of sexual transgression.   

Since 1984, when the Kerry babies case was in the news in Ireland, there have been changes 

in the incidence of out of wedlock parenting.  As Figure 1 below shows, in 1980, of 70 000 

recorded births in Ireland, less than 5000 were outside of marriage.  By 2015, 24 000 of 40 

000 recorded births were outside of marriage (C.S.O, 2017).  
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FIGURE 1 BIRTHS BY STATISTICAL INDICATOR AND YEAR 

 

A substantial proportion of births in Ireland are now registered to cohabiting couples.  

Births to cohabiting couples have only been recorded in official statistics since 2007 and, as 

Table 1 illustrates, the number has increased.  Of the 32.8% of births outside of marriage 

recorded in 2007, 51.5% were to cohabiting parents.  This rose to 57.7% of the 36.3% of 

out of wedlock births in 2014 (C.S.O., 2017).   
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TABLE 1  BIRTHS OUTSIDE OF MARRIAGE, INCLUDING WITH COHABITING PARENTS FROM 2007 

 

 

 

These changes in patterns of single motherhood are reflected in opinion polls.  A 

nationwide study on attitudes to family in Ireland (Fine-Davis, 2011) found that, whilst the 

vast majority of respondents (80%) agreed that marriage provides security and stability for 

children, the proportion who thought that people who want to have children should get 

married was 47%.  These two somewhat differing responses to the question indicate, once 

again, the difficulties with questionnaire research, in which the variables for measurement 

are constructed by the research instrument.  They also demonstrate that variable and 

contradictory positons are taken up in talk. In fact, over two thirds of the sample agreed 

that having a child with someone was a far greater commitment than getting married (Fine-

Davis, 2011).    

Smith (2007) argues that ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ŜƭǘƛŎ ¢ƛƎŜǊΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мффлǎΣ 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ΨhƭŘ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩ, from which people attempt to 
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distance themselves.  Old Ireland represents an Ireland that was dominated by the church 

and is very different to the ΨNew IrelandΩ of today.   

This discourse of Old and New Ireland, has been applied to the ways in which women were 

treated in Ireland in the past. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, following an investigation into 

the treatment of women in Magdalene Laundries (McAleese, 2013), the leader of Ireland, 

Enda Kenny, offered a public apology in the Irish Parliament on the 19th February 2013; the 

following is an extract from this apology:  

I believe I speak for millions of Irish people all over the world when I say 

we put away these women because for too many years we put away our 

conscience.  We swapped our personal scruples for a solid public apparatus 

that kept us in tune and in step with ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ΨǇǊƻǇŜǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΩ 

ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǾƛŜǿΩ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŎƻŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ 

fostered at the time particularly in the 1930s, 40s and 50s. We lived with 

the damaging idea that what was desirable and acceptable in the eyes of 

the Church and the State was the same and interchangeable 

(Oireachtasdebates, 2013) 

In this statement, the Taoiseach constructs a version of reasons for the treatment of 

ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ aŀƎŘŀƭŜƴŜ ƭŀǳƴŘǊƛŜǎΦ  IŜ ƭƻŎŀǘŜǎ ŀ ΨƳƻǊŀƭ ŎƻŘŜΩ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨǇǊƻǇŜǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΩ ŀƴŘ 

ŀƴ ΨŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǾƛŜǿΩ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ΨƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 

ǎŎǊǳǇƭŜǎΩΦ  ²Ŝ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ΨƳƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ LǊƛǎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ŘƛŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƻǊ Ψǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ 

ȅŜŀǊǎΩΦ  ¢ƘŜ ΨŘŀƳŀƎƛƴƎ ƛŘŜŀΩΣ ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ΨŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŀcceptable in the 

ŜȅŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƘŀƴƎŜŀōƭŜΩΦ  Lƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻ, he 

Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜ LǊƛǎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǎƻƭƛŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀǇǇŀǊŀǘǳǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ōŀǎŜŘ 

on Church teaching.  In addition, he locates this firmly in the past, ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ мфолǎΣ плǎ ŀƴŘ 
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рлǎΩΣ ōǳǘ ǇǊŜŦŀŎŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅΩ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

institutions until 1996.  In doing so, he argues that Ireland is no longer like this and that the 

values of the Church no longer oǾŜǊǊǳƭŜ ƻǳǊ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎŎǊǳǇƭŜǎΩΦ 

The suggestion of a complete and permanent change in the way in which single mothers 

are spoken about may be an oversimplification.  There has certainly been a change in how 

single parent families are treated in relation to welfare payments.  The introduction of what 

was then called the ΨǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŀƴŎŜΩ ƛƴ мфто ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ without an 

income who were parenting alone were guaranteed a welfare payment until their youngest 

child reached the age of 18.  However, a significant change in these rules was implemented 

in 2015.   This age limit was reduced to 7 from 2 July 2015 (CIC, 2016).  According to media 

reports (e.g. Roche, 2015), Joan Burton, the government minister in charge of social 

welfare, implemented this change as an incentive for single mothers to work and thus exit 

poverty.   

This certainly indicates a change from the model of mother who according to the Irish 

/ƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ΨŦƻǊŎŜŘ ōȅ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅΩ ǘƻ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘ ƘŜǊ ΨŘǳǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜΩ 

(Constitution of Ireland, 1937). However, it does position single mothers, who are full time 

at home with their children and welfare dependant, as problematic.  In addition, an 

exception to the payment for children until the age of 7 is made for single parents who lost 

a spouse to death.  In this case, there is a two-year period of payment of the allowance, 

provided the child is under the age of 18.    
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3.4 Young single mothers  

As has been discussed, a greater expressed acceptance of out of wedlock parenting has 

been noted in Ireland in the early part of the 21st century (Fine-Davis, 2011).  However, 

several commentators have identified a shift in focus, from stigmatisation of single 

motherhood, to stigmatization of teenage mothers and those who are welfare dependent 

(e.g. Alldred & David, 2010; Cassiman, 2008; Duncan, 2007; Hyde, 2000; Mann and 

Roseneil, 1994).  Teenage motherhood is represented as risky for both the mother and the 

child (McVarish, 2010) and as a social problem in need of a solution.  Teenage mothers are 

regarded as, lacking the skills to parent adequately, prone to poverty, likely to repeat a 

cycle of teenage pregnancy, and as lacking in education and skills for themselves and 

educational ambition for their children (Duncan et al., 2010).  The following quotation from 

¦bL/9CΩǎ Ψ! [ŜŀƎǳŜ ¢ŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ¢ŜŜƴŀƎŜ .ƛǊǘƘǎ ƛƴ wƛŎƘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

claims made about teenage mothers: 

Giving birth as a teenager is believed to be bad for the young mother 

because the statistics suggest that she is more likely to drop out of school, 

to have no or low qualifications, to be unemployed or low-paid, to live in 

poor housing conditions, to suffer from depression, and to live on welfare. 

Similarly, the child of a teenage mother is more likely to live in poverty, to 

grow up without a father, to become a victim of neglect or abuse, to do 

less well at school, to become involved in crime, to abuse drugs and 

alcohol, and eventually to become a teenage parent and begin the cycle all 

over again. (UNICEF, 2001) 

Phoenix (1991) argued, on the basis of her study of mothers under the age of 20 a quarter 

of a century ago in the UK, that the age of a mother as a marker of difference and deficiency 
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in mothering was a relatively recent social construction.  She points out that first time 

motherhood at older ages is the result of social and economic structures which require 

women to delay pregnancy and childbirth in order to become educated enough to 

participate in the workforce of advanced capitalist economies.  McVarish and Billings (2010) 

argue that whilst some socio-economic similarities can be found across large populations, 

qualitative studies reveal vastly varied circumstances and multiple pathways to teenage 

motherhood. They also suggest that the problematization of pregnancy, purely on the basis 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŀƎŜ, is a relatively new phenomenon, based on the assumption that young 

mothers lack emotional maturity, education, and financial resources required to parent; 

so, by definition, are harmful to the development of their children. 

In relation to the specific claims made by the UNICEF statement, Duncan et al. (2010)  claim 

that careful analysis of data offers evidence that teenage mothers, when compared with 

women of similar socio-economic circumstances, who do not become mothers, actually 

fare better over the long term in terms of education and employment. Duncan et. al. (2010) 

found that, contrary to common assumptions, the fathers of the children of young single 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ and that teenage parents have high aspirations 

for their children. In addition, McNulty (2010) argues that there is a widely held assumption 

among health professionals that there is an inevitable cycle of teenage pregnancy in 

deprived areas. However, her qualitative study found no intergenerational transmission of 

a message encouraging teenage pregnancy.  In addition, she found that in the accounts of 

the teenage mothers she spoke to, career aspirations were constructed as interrupted, 

rather than as absent.  For the most part, unmarried teenagers are likely to live with their 
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own parents (Jorgenson, 1993 cited in Bee and Boyd, 2002).  In addition, analyses of 

developmental differences found between the children of teenage mothers and the 

children of mothers in their twenties, in the UK, have been found to be explainable purely 

in terms of the socio-economic circumstances of many of the women who become mothers 

whilst they were teenagers (Hawkes, 2010).  In this study, Hawkes presented a statistical 

analysis of figures relating to teenage motherhood.  She demonstrated that disadvantaged 

teenage motherhood in the United Kingdom was associated with disadvantaged 

circumstances prior to the birth of the children, rather than as a result of it and argued that 

it is the prior experiences that were the problem and not the teenage pregnancy itself.  She 

further found that when life experiences were controlled for, there were very few further 

disadvantages.  Furthermore, a study in the United States of America (Geronimus, 1997) 

found that women who had become teenage mothers did better in relation to income and 

employment, in their mid to late twenties, than miscarrying teenagers from the same 

background. 

Burman (2008) has argued, that constructions of young mothers in public discourse 

supports a particular agenda in relation to social policy.  It presents young single mothers 

as undesirable, and an irresponsible burden on society.  This helps to maintain the position 

of women in society as deficient or deviant if they have children when they are young and 

single.  Nevertheless, what some have referred to as a moral panic in relation to teenage 

motherhood (Kerry, 2007) has been prominent in discourse for a number of decades. This 

has been linked to discourses that present welfare recipients as lazy and sometimes 

dishonest.  Cassiman (2008) discusses this construction in the talk of United States 
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tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ wƻƴŀƭŘ wŜŀƎŀƴΩǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǉǳŜŜƴs driving welfare Cadillacs.  Cassiman 

ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǉǳŜŜƴΩ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƴƧǳǊƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǇŀƴƛŎ ƛƴ 

relation to poverty and to women.  In this conception, young mothers were constructed as 

being of poor character, and morally questionable due to their unjustified reliance on 

ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜŦǳǎŀƭΩ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ό/ŀǎǎƛƳŀƴΣ нллуύΦ  ²ŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǉǳŜŜƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ 

discourses that support neoliberal ideology; the ways in which neoliberal subjectivities 

(Rose, 1996) have been made available was discussed in Chapter 2. Neoliberal ideologies 

assume that markets are the best, fairest, and most efficient allocators of resources.  

Neoliberal subjects are oriented to the market first and foremost and to their participation 

in it.  Those who fail to maximise their life circumstances by working and earning - those 

who live on welfare - are constructed as morally deficient because they demand support 

from the state.  This allows the demonization of the poor and the socially excluded on the 

basis that they are not productive members of society.  A productive person, in this 

conceptualisation, is a person who is middle class, educated, and able to participate in the 

world of work.  This person is thus able to buy things for herself and her children and 

contribute to the economy.  If the person is a mother, she must be able to work and earn 

as well as being a consumer (Alldred & David, 2010).   

According to Thompson (2010), the ideal mother in popular culture is positioned as a 

consumer who either makes good or bad choices.  In her analysis of movie representations 

of young single mothers, Thompson claims that women of colour, women who are deemed 

too poor, and women who are regarded as too young to raise a child adequately, are 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ōŀŘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎΣ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ΨǘƘƛǊǘȅ-ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΩ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ 
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maintain a legitimate claim to motherhood and its appropriate consumer choices, 

regardless of marital status.   In her analysis of the movie, Juno, Thompson argues that the 

outcome of the story, in which the teenage mother, Juno, gives her child to a middle class, 

working, educated, white single mother constructs a happy outcome.  Juno makes the 

ΨǊƛƎƘǘΩ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ōȅ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ōŀōȅ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ - ŀ ΨǘƘƛǊǘȅ-ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΩΣ 

white, middle-class woman. 

Indeed, Alldred and David (2010) go so far as to argue that the problematization of teenage 

mothers in social policy is a way of furthering neolƛōŜǊŀƭ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƻŦ ΨŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜΩΦ ¢ŜŜƴŀƎŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƻŦ ƳƻǘƘŜǊƘƻƻŘΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ 

analysis, because they are welfare dependent, because they lack the skills to participate in 

the workforce, and because they do not have the money to be good consumers. They 

cannot be free because they are not participating fully in the market economy.  Poverty 

and welfare dependence are, in this way, positioned as a personal failure.    

In an Irish context, this neoliberal failure ideal has been compared with discourses of 

deserving and undeserving poor (Breen and Devereaux, 2003).  Whilst some welfare 

recipients, like those who have lost a partner through death, might be regarded as 

deserving of financial support, others, like those who are constructed as getting pregnant 

either because of lack of responsibility or by design, in order to receive state supports and 

remain on welfare, are positioned as undeserving.   

The idea that teenage welfare dependant motherhood is being embraced as a choice by 

many, is not supported by statistical data in Ireland.  The percentage of teenage births 

reached a peak in 1999, with 6.2% (3,314) of all births being recorded to mothers under 20 
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(C.S.O., 2016).  However, as Figure 2 shows, the proportion of women under the age of 20 

has become so low that it has failed to register as a proportion of all births in Ireland in 

2012 and 2013.   

 

FIGURE 2 ALL BIRTHS AND BIRTHS TO WOMEN UNDER 20 

 

The figures certainly indicate that teenage motherhood is no longer a widespread issue.  

According to Hyde (2000) in 1999, births to women under 20 were recorded at 6.2% of all 

births.  The following year, Hyde (2000) published a study of young pregnant women 

attending a Dublin maternity hospital.  She found that women who were, or appeared to 

be, young, unmarried and welfare dependent were subjected to stigmatisation in public 

encounters. Hyde interviewed mothers and found that they described incidents in which 

strangers stared at them and made negative comments about their ages and pregnancies.  

Lƴ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΣ IȅŘŜ ŘǊŜǿ ƻƴ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ όмфсоύ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŎƛǾƛƭ ƛƴŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΩΦ  
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For Goffman, ΨŎƛǾƛƭ ƛƴŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ when people who do not know each other act as though 

they do not see them and do not stare at them or talk to them in familiar ways.  Hyde (2000) 

argues that the women in her study did not have the status to be treated with civil 

inattention because they were stigmatized on the basis of their perceived age and lack of 

a partner. 

3.5 Chapter conclusions 

This chapter has discussed motherhood and the construction of children as in need of 

particular kinds of care.  Theories of attachment and parenting practices were reviewed 

and the impact of these on maternal roles were discussed.   Some of the historical 

antecedents to the ways in which identities of mothers are elevated or problematized in 

particular and sometimes changing ways were examined. It has argued that all kinds of 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊƘƻƻŘ ŀǊŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƎŀȊŜΩ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ (Foucault, 1977) but that mother 

identities are largely, though not unproblematically, the result of self-surveillance and 

perhaps imagined surveillance by other mothers.  The chapter then turned to the topic of 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŦŀŎŜ, what Inglis and MacKeogh (2012) describe 

as, ǘƘŜ ΨŘƻǳōƭŜ ōƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƘƻƴƻǳǊΩΦ   

The recent history of single motherhood in Ireland was discussed in relation to 

stigmatisation of all out of wedlock child bearing in recent decades.  This kind of 

stigmatisation was largely related to problematization, on the basis of lack of chastity, 

which was of historical significance in the formation of appropriate Irish womanhood. It 

has been argued that Irish mothers, who were once confined to the home are now 

expected to be good neoliberal subjects who earn and support their children.   However, 
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being a good mother and a chaste woman is still an important source of respectable 

identities for women. 

Out of wedlock child bearing, which until a few short decades ago could result in social 

stigmatization and incarceration, is now much more common than it once was.   It has been 

ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΣ ǘƻ ΨƳƻǊŀƭ ǇŀƴƛŎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ 

increase in teenage pregnancy and the fear that young mothers are deviant because they 

are poor neoliberal subjects and are deficient in parenting skills and ambition for their 

children.  The demands of respectable mothering, then, appear to have changed somewhat 

within the lifetimes of the women who participated in this study.   Whilst mothers were 

once required to attend to duties in the home, a successful mother is now a provider with 

an education and a career.   

In tracing a path through these ideas, it is clear that being a single mother and, in particular, 

a young single mother, signals identity trouble (Wetherell, 2005).  A particularly troubled 

identity is that of the young single mother.  The next chapter will examine the ways in which 

motherhood and single motherhood are situated within family relationships. 
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Winnicott famously said: 'There is no such thing as an infant, meaning, of course, that 

whenever one finds an infant one finds maternal care, and without maternal care there 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴƻ ƛƴŦŀƴǘΩ ό²ƛƴƴƛŎƻǘǘΣ мфсл Ǉ. 587).  The same might be said about a mother and 

child.  Is there any such thing as a mother and child without family, networks, supports, 

relationships and interactions?  This chapter will argue that family, in its various 

constructions, is an integral part of the lives of many single mothers and their children, 

though some single mothers do live without relationships with family. 

The meaning of family is one which is contested in a variety of spheres, however.   As 

Engelhardt (2007) notes:   

If there is anything that characterizes the contemporary understanding of 

the family, it is the lack of a common understanding. We share no 

ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎΦΩ {ǳŎƘ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ƻŎŎǳǊ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ academic spheres, but also in 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘƻƳŀƛƴǎ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŀǎ ŘŜŬƴƛƴƎ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ 

ƛǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ Ƙŀǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŜƭƛƎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ōŜƴŜŬǘǎΣ 

immigration status, distribution of assets, and so on (p. 27). 

Cook (2014) offers three main ways of defining family: those which define families in 

relation to statuses, such as biological relatedness or marital status or living arrangements; 

those which are based on the functions that are performed by the family in relation to 

society; and those that are defined by the personal meanings that are assigned to them.    

In many of the moral panic discourses (Kerry, 2007) that were discussed in Chapter 1, single 

mothers are constructed as existing as a single unit, separate from other family members.  
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However, single parents have been found to have close relationships with extended 

families (Jorgenson, 1993).   

In other contexts, such as official statistics on households, tƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩ 

ΨƭƻƴŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ, ŀƴŘ ΨǇŀǊŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴŜΩ are identified as a family form. And yet, as was 

discussed in previous chapters, the single parent family has been constructed, not only as 

a deficient family, but also as an incomplete family.  However, in the context of statistics 

on households it is constructed as a family.   

When categorising a single parent family as a family, questions arise about who is in such 

a family and how it is comprised.  Is the function of a single parent family to raise children, 

and if so how well do single parents perform this function?   The psychology text books, 

which were reviewed in Chapter 2, positioned family as a site of socialisation for children 

and were largely based on an assumption of the nuclear family as the ideal.  Are extended 

families part of households and do relationships outside of the place of residence matter? 

Are unmarried fathers part of the family of the child of a single mother and of her family?  

Questions of this kind are not always easy to answer; however, it is worth asking them in 

order to think through the issues that arise when thinking about single mothers as 

members of families or as independent family units. As Cook (2014) notes, family is often 

categorised in terms of the meaning it has for those who are in it, so it is not a 

straightforward category.   

This chapter will examine some historical and cultural variations in how families are formed 

and structured and then go on to outline some demographic features of Irish family life, 

both past and present.   Theorisation, in relation to families as groups and the ways in which 

they interact, will be discussed, along with the ways in which family values have been found 
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to be transmitted across generations.  The chapter will then go on to examine the ways in 

which fathers and fathering are talked about.   

4.1 Constructing families  

Changing forms of family organisation have been a source of debate, interest, concern and 

celebration by academics and social commentators alike.  In 1916, the sociologist, E.W. 

Burgess, published a book in which he expressed his deep concern at the emergence of the 

nuclear family and the breakdown of traditional extended family bonds.  He argued that 

the, then, newly emerging nuclear family was likely to be damaging to future generations 

of children in the United States.  Without the benefit of extended family networks, he 

claimed, children would not be socialised properly and this would be damaging to society 

as a whole (Burgess, 1916).  He later changed his view on this (Burgess, 1926) and argued 

that nuclear families in industrial societies were fulfilling different functions to those 

fulfilled by the large extended family networks of the past.  The new forms of nuclear 

family, he argued, are based on love and companionship between the husband and wife, 

rather than on law and custom, as had previously been the case.  

 Elizabeth Bott made a similar claim on the basis of her study of urban English families in 

the 1950s (Bott, 1957).  She identified two distinct kinds of marriage: those in which the 

husband and wife were part of close-knit networks of families and friends and received 

help and support from those networks; and those who relied on one another for support 

and companionship.  This latter kind of marriage, she argued, developed as a result of 

geographical mobility, necessitated by changing work patterns.    
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As well as historical differences in how families are structured, differences in forms of 

family organisation have also been identified across cultures.  Nauck & Suckow (2006) 

conducted a study of family networks across cultures in Japan, Korea, China, Indonesia, 

Israel, Germany, and Turkey.  They distinguish between marriages that are descendant and 

those which are affinal.  Descendant marriages, they argue, are those that are based on the 

need to pass on inheritance, such as land or family farm businesses, whilst affinal are those 

which provide friendship and companionship.   

In the latter half of the 20th century, some theorists began to express concern about the 

breakdown of the nuclear family.  Popenoe (1993), for example, argues that the nuclear 

family is in decline and that this is damaging to the fabric of society because the family is 

essential for childrearing and companionship.  In particular, he expresses concern about 

ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

(Popenoe, 1996).  However, as the example from EW Burgess at the start of the chapter 

indicates, families have been constructed in ways other than the nuclear family in the past 

and continue to be constructed differently in many contexts.  I have already discussed in 

this thesis, the many ways in which single parent families are constructed as deviant and 

deficient and have presented arguments to the contrary.  In section 4.4 of this chapter, I 

will consider the issue of concern about the lack of father figures.   

A more optimistic approach to changing family forms comes from Stacey (1996).  As a result 

of her sociological investigations into California families, she concluded that, indeed, there 

ƛǎ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ  {ǘŀŎȅΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ  {ƘŜ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ 

case studies of the various family forms in which her research participants were involved 
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and concludes that the ability to construct varying family groups across the lifespan meant 

that families would become more egalitarian over time. What is interesting about both 

{ǘŀŎŜȅΩǎ όмффсύ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ, ŀƴŘ tƻǇŜƴƻŜΩǎ όмффсύ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŀōƻǳt lack of father figures, is that 

family seems to be defined in relation to how women structure their living arrangements 

and relationships.   

Bengston (2001) suggests that, with increasingly fluid bonds between people raising 

children, accompanied by better health and greater ages, multigenerational bonds are once 

again becoming important for wellbeing and support, across the lifespan.   

These brief examples of commentary, about changing family forms, suggest that families 

have operated in different ways at different times, with different kinds of family form 

idealised in different contexts.   

4.2 Families in Ireland  

One of the ways in which family has been constructed is in relation to the economic 

organisation of the culture in which it appears (Whiting & Whiting, 1975).  In the last 100 

years, there has been substantial change in the ways in which the Irish economy functions.  

This is reflected in the comparison of occupational profiles.  As Table 2 below shows, in 

1911, almost half of the population (48.4%) worked in agriculture.  By 2016, this had 

reduced to 4.9%, including fishing and forestry.  The number of people engaged in 

manufacturing dropped from 26.8% to 12% and the number working in clerical and 

professional occupations more than quadrupled, from 8.8% to 40.3.  The numbers working 

in personal service and childcare almost doubled, going from 10.4 to 20.5%. 
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TABLE 2 COMPARISON OF OCCUPATIONAL PROFILES 

1911 Percent 2011 percent 

Agricultural 48.4 Fishing, Farming 
Forestry 

4.9 

Industrial 26.8 Manufacturing 
and building 

12.8 

Professional 8.8 Clerical, 
professional and 
technical health 

40.3 

Commercial 5.6 Sales, 
commerce, 
communications, 
warehouse, 
transport 

21.5 

Domestic 10.4 Personal service 
and childcare 

20.5 

Total 100  100 

 

(Table from Williams, et al., 2016) 

Kennedy (2001) argues that the kind of family forms that were supported by social policy 

at the formation of the Irish state, were those that supported the ascendant peasant and 

agrarian class following independence.   As landowners and farmers, the special status of 

marriage in the Constitution was of economic importance, she claims.  A ban on divorce, 

for example, avoided the division of farm lands following dissolution of marriage.  Similarly, 

a lack of succession rights for children born outside of marriage until 1987, she argues, was 

imperative for farming families in order protect the inheritance of lands.   

The importance of male succession in farming meant that children born outside of marriage 

were granted little legal status until the enactment of the Status of Children Act, 1987 

(Kennedy, 2001).  This development meant that succession rights were established for 

illegitimate children and that unmarried fathers could claim guardianship of their children.  
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This is important in terms of the roles of fathers in families and I will discuss this further in 

section 4.4.   

Another important change to family forms in Ireland was the introduction of divorce in 

1995.  This meant that people could legally end marriages and remarry, allowing legal 

recognition of second and subsequent families that was not possible in Ireland previously 

(Fahy, 2001).  However, Ireland has the lowest rate of divorce in the European Union, at 

0.6% per 1000 of population (C.S.O., 2016).  

Other kinds of family have also acquired legal recognition in recent years.  In 2015, the 

Children and Family Relationships Act was signed into law (Bacik and Brogan, 2016) and 

was designed to recognise Ψnon-traditionalΩ families, including same sex couples and those 

who have had children through donor assisted human reproduction.   

Social, legislative and economic changes have impacted substantially on family formation 

in Ireland, in particular since the 1980s.  As shown in Table 1, births outside of marriage 

increased from around 5% in 1980 to 36.4% in 2015.  This is a similar rate to that found in 

Germany, the UK, and Norway (Williams, et al. 2016).  As Table 3 overleaf shows, a 

proportion of these children, 5.1%, live with cohabiting parents.  The total number of 

children not living with married parents is 23.1%, indicating a decline in marriage as a 

prerequisite for parenting.  It is also interesting to note that almost 1/3 of families (29.3%) 

have no children. 
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TABLE 3 HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION 

Household structure Percent 

Husband and wife without children 22.2 

Cohabiting couple without children  7.1 

Husband and wife with children 47.4 

Cohabiting couple with children  5.1 

Lone mother with children 15.8 

Lone father with children  2.5 

Total %  100 

Total family units (number) 1,179,210 

(C.S.O., 2017) 

There have also been changes in the numbers of children in families in recent decades.  The 

average number of children born to Irish women has fallen from four per mother in 1970 

to two since the 1990s (Fahy, 2001).  In addition, far fewer women are full time at home.  

Figure 3 overleaf gives a graphical representation of the decline in the numbers of women 

working full time at home since 1997.  In 1997, there were 580 women per thousand 

engaged in home duties.  By 2016, this figure had fallen to 420 per thousand.  Women, it 

appears, contrary to the aspirations in the Irish constitution, discussed in chapter 3, are 

engaging in labour outside of the home (Constitution of Ireland, 1937), and in increasing 

numbers.   
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FIGURE 3 WOMEN WORKING FULL TIME IN THE HOME 

 

The proportion of women in paid employment rose from 28.2% in 1971 to 47% in 2002 and 

by 2012 was at 55.2% of the workforce (OECD, 2013). The demographic picture in relation 

to families in Ireland, then, indicates a number of legislative changes and changes in 

patterns of employment and those who engage in it.   

Families who do not work or who are in low paid work are at risk of poverty.  The Survey of 

Income and Living Conditions in Ireland (SILC, 2015) found that families with one parent 

had a consistent rate of poverty, of 26.2%, in 2015.  This was compared with consistent 

rates of poverty in two parent families, of 7.7%.   In this survey, poverty was defined as 

ƛƴŎƻƳŜǎ ōŜƭƻǿ ϵннф ǇŜǊ ǿŜŜƪ, per adult, and deprivation such as not being able to afford 

heating or new shoes.   

{ƛƴƎƭŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ϵмфо ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŀƴǘ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ϵнфΦул 

ǇŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ϵннн ǇŜǊ ǿŜŜƪΣ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ ŦƻǊ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ the 

Survey of Income and Living Conditions (2015).   A married couple with a child is paid a rate 
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ƻŦ ϵмфо ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŀƴŘ ϵмнуΦмл ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ϵнфΦул ǇŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΦ 

People who are welfare dependant are also paid an allowance towards rent (D.S.P., 2017).  

The reduced rate for the second adult, therefore, might potentially make couples better 

off financially if they live separately, particularly if they live with their own parents.  By this 

reckoning, ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŀǇŀǊǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ϵпмрΦулΣ 

ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ŀ ŎƻƘŀōƛǘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ϵорлΦфлΦ Lƴ 

addition, if each of the partners is paid separately, each will have a level of financial 

independence.  For those on welfare, then, and particularly for single mothers living with 

parents, marriage or cohabitation is not financially beneficial. 

4.3 Roles and relationships in families 

Another approach to understanding family is to examine the ways in which family members 

interact as a unit.  Such analyses often take for granted a particular model or understanding 

of family, based on the nuclear family, which is constructed as ideal in contemporary 

Western society (e.g. Combrinck-Graham, 1985; Carter & McGoldrick, 1980; Jackson, 1957 

- reprinted 1981).  However, they do offer insights into how power is distributed in family 

units.  Jackson (1957) was one of the first theorists to develop an account of the ways 

families operate as a bounded group of people collaborating together.  Don Jackson was a 

psychiatrist who worked with families within which a member had mental health 

diagnoses; most frequently, schizophrenia.  Having developed therapeutic interventions, 

which involved family members in the treatment of the individual with the diagnosis, he 

came to the conclusion that families are not a collection of individuals, but rather that 

family communication was a system of mutual action and interaction.   He argued that 
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there were tensions in family systems between change and the need to maintain the family 

as an operational unit.  He used the analogy of homeostasis to describe this process and 

argued that patterns of interaction between family members were governed by rules, of 

which the family members were largely unaware.  This approach underestimates the extent 

to which socially situated and gendered assumptions about social roles can structure 

patterns of interaction. I will discuss this further in the next section when I talk about 

constructions of fatherhood.  However, the notion that interactions are a joint construction 

is a useful one for understanding how families interact and work up versions of themselves.  

The ways in which families interact and the impact of those interactions on families have 

been examined using experimental research. Minuchin (1974) also regarded families as 

systems of communication between people who are negotiating positions from particular 

roles within the family.  He was particularly interested in the emotional impact of family 

conflict. Minuchin designed experiments that measured stress hormones in children 

observing parental discord, and theorised that the level of stress experienced by the 

children was a result of the role that they played in family communication.  What is useful 

about these approaches, is that they draw attention to the reciprocal and shared nature of 

family interactions and demonstrate that family members position one another, and are 

positioned in talk, in ways that are patterned and repeated.   

Systemic theories, discussed so far, are useful for explaining interactive patterns and noting 

that families operate as systems.  However, a limitation of these theories is that they show 

a rather static picture of family life, which does not account for change over time.   
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In order to develop a theory that included the changing nature of family relationships, 

Carter and McGoldrick (1980) theorised a family lifecycle model.  This model starts with a 

family as a system with its own roles and hierarchy, but also theorises that change in family 

communication is inevitable due to biological changes, such as aging and maturation, and 

also due to social and cultural expectations, transgenerational influence, and interactions 

outside of the immediate family.  In addition, the fortunes of individual family members, 

Carter and McGoldrick (1980) argue, impact upon one another in relation to family beliefs 

and values and also the beliefs and values of the culture in which the family lives.  For 

example, as I discussed in Chapter 1, Earner-Byrne (2008) notes that until the mid-1980s in 

Ireland, the perceived chastity of one woman in an Irish family was believed to impact on 

the marriage chances of other women in the family.   

However, by naming stages and assuming a linear development of family life, Carter and 

aŎDƻƭŘǊƛŎƪΩǎ όмфулύ model does not account for some of the more diverse family forms 

that exist, in particular, in the context of this thesis, lone parent families.  Another difficulty 

with family lifecycle models is the assumption that generations, who are not in the nuclear 

family, are outside of the family and are regarded as of lesser influence than the immediate 

family.  Combrinick-Graham (1985) developed this aspect of the family life cycle by 

conceptualising it as a life spiral, with each family member moving closer to and further 

away from other family members, at different points of development. This is described by 

Combrinick-Graham (1985) as times when families are centripetal (close), such as 

becoming closer to parents upon the birth of a child, and centrifugal (separating), for 

example, when first getting to know a new life partner.  The development of models for 

understanding the family is a complicated and, indeed, as the earlier part of the chapter 
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noted, contested and situated endeavour.  However, the work of theorists such as 

Combrinck-Graham (1985), Carter and McGoldrick (1980), Minuchin (1974), and Jackson 

(1957 - reprinted 1981) demonstrate the shifting nature of power relations within families 

and the ways in which social changes can also impact on power relations.  Such models set 

out to examine some of the processes that maintain systems and manage change within 

an established family.   

Another way in which families have been studied is by examining the ways in which 

intergenerational narratives operate within family interactions.  A small number of studies 

(McLean and Breen, 2009; Fivush, et al., 2008; Wang and Leichtman, 2000) have analysed 

the stories that parents tell to children in order to identify the ways in which values are 

transmitted and how family identities are established and maintained.  Fivush, et al. (2008) 

examined and compared the ways in which mothers and their children constructed 

narratives of emotional events.  They found that frightening events were narrated with a 

greater number of emotional words than happy events and were more coherent and 

contained. They argued that, when mothers narrated frightening events, they provided 

causal explanations.  The authors concluded that this is a way of scaffolding the meaning 

that the chid attached to the event. 

Studies in Tiawan and China have also found that storytelling to younger family members 

is utilised as a means of promoting moral and social values and cultural norms.  Wang and 

Fivush, (2005) and Wang and Leichtman(2000) found that mothers, fathers, grandparents, 

and extended families tell stories to younger generations and that this storytelling 

constructs and maintains family identities.  Such stories were found to provide ways for 

younger generations to make sense of personal experiences. They also form the structure 
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of the kinds of narratives children begin to generate themselves.  Similarly, McLean and 

Breen (2009) found that American parents tell stories which teach values to their 

adolescent offspring.  Intergenerational studies have identified the ways in which the talk 

of families of women across generations tells stories of intergenerational care (Brannen, et 

al., 2004) and family work towards social mobility (Bjerrum Nielsen and Rudberg, 2000).  

Family support across generations was also identified by Gee and Rhodes (2003).  They 

found that African American teenage mothers benefited from social support from their 

own mothers, but not from the fathers of their children.  They also found that maternal 

grandmothers acted as substitute parents when fathers were absent, but also supported 

the return of an absent father and took a less involved role if fathers returned.   

Participation in the everyday discourse of the family, following a change in circumstances, 

has also been found to make it possible for young women to renegotiate boundaries with 

parents, following the birth of an out of wedlock child (Hyde, 1999).  Changes in family, 

then, allow for renegotiation of family relationships.     

However, gender roles have also been found to be reproduced in family contexts.  

Discursive work on family roles has identified a number of ways in which gender roles are 

maintained and sustained, discursively.  Dixon and Wetherell (2004), for example, found 

that couples divide tasks unequally but do not necessarily construct such differences as 

unfair and that this acceptance maintains and sustains traditional gender roles.  In another 

study of gender roles in families, Nentwich (2008) found that mothers are often positioned 

as the main carer of children and take up subject positons of being selfless, whilst fathers 

take up positions as restorers of gender order and can be positiƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǎƘƛǊƪƛƴƎΩ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ 

duties.  Similarly, {ǳƴŘŜǊƭŀƴŘ όнлллύ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 
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were constructed as being managed and facilitated by mothers.  Nentwich (2008) also 

found ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōǳƳōƭƛƴƎ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘΣ ǿƘƻ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ 

be guided by the more competent parent.   

4.4 Unmarried fathers 

As discussed Chapter 2, single parent families have been frequently constructed as deviant 

and deficient, when ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ {ƘŀŦŦŜǊ όмффсύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƛƴǘŀŎǘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩΦ  ! 

family of this kind is positioned as incomplete and there is often an assumption that the 

father of a child in a single parent family is not involved.  Indeed, ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻǊŀƭ ǇŀƴƛŎΩ 

that is applied to certain kinds of young men who are positioned as dangerous and deviant, 

Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ (Cohen, 

1972).  Furthermore, some ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŘŜŀŘōŜŀǘ ŘŀŘsΩ (Cassiman, 

2008), who fail to support their children financially and who do not provide the kind of 

discipline and structure that children, particularly sons, need.   

This kind of construction rests on the assumption that parents provide different roles in the 

lives of children.  It assumes that men provide discipline, appropriate gender roles models, 

and financial support. There are two points that link to this.  Firstly, as I noted in section 

4.1, if couples are in receipt of welfare, they are collectively better off living apart.  

Secondly, young single fathers have been found to lack authority in the homes of the 

mothers of their children (Hyde, 1999). 

If financial support and domestic authority are not available, then what other roles are 

available to fathers?  As the previous sections discussed, fathers have been constructed as 

being required to do less domestic work than mothers (Dixon and Wetherell, 2004); as 
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having their relationships managed by mothers (Nentwich, 2008); and as being less 

competent than mothers in caring for children (Sunderland, 2000).  These studies together 

present a distant and undefined role for single fathers.    

As I have discussed, in Ireland, historically, the fathers of children born out of wedlock, who 

did not marry the motƘŜǊΣ ƘŀŘ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 

mothers were often institutionalised and financially because they were not legally 

connected to or responsible for a child born out of wedlock until the enactment of the 

Status of Children Act, 1987 (Kennedy, 2001), which made unmarried fathers financially 

responsible for their children.  This, however, did not give any legal right for a man to have 

access to his child unless he made an individual application through the courts.  This legal 

situation changed recently with new legislation, which means that cohabiting fathers 

automatically become legal guardians with mothers (Treoir, 2017).  This change was largely 

ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ƭƻōōȅƛƴƎ ōȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ όǎŜŜ for example, U.S.P.I, 

2017).  These groups argue for a need for social and emotional connection with their 

children, as well as providing financial support.   

There is a dearth of research that investigates the relationships of non-resident single 

fathers and young single fathers with their children.  Nixon, et al. (2012) found that children 

of fathers, who had been non-resident since early in their lives, described a lack of 

emotional closeness to fathers, in cases where the father was not responsible for 

caregiving, such as day to day dressing, feeding, etc.   Nixon concludes that, in order to be 

close to a child, a father must spend some time living with and caring for them.   The roles 

of bumbling assistant (Sunderland, 2000) and facilitation by mothers (Nentwich, 2008), 
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then, may not be sufficient to provide a role for single fathers who are not resident with 

their children. 

One of the difficulties in ascribing gendered roles to parents and assuming that children 

need different things from parents of different genders, is that there is scant evidence to 

back up this assumption. Biblarz and Stacey (2010) investigated the claim that children 

need both a mother and a father, by comparing outcomes for children in single sex couples, 

opposite sex couples, and single parent families.  They found that same sex couples did not 

take on traditionally male or female roles when parenting.  In addition, the lack of a male 

or female role model did not impact on ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

success.  They did, however, find that children with two parents did better than children 

with one parent.  Biblarz and Stacey (2010) argue that gendered parenting is not significant 

ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ-being but that having two parents was better than having one.  It 

appears, then, that having two parents is beneficial for children but that sharply gendered 

roles will not foster emotional closeness with fathers. 

4.5 Chapter conclusions 

This chapter began by asking the question of whether there is such a thing as a mother and 

child without family, networks, supports, relationships and interactions.  It was argued that 

single mothers and their children are connected to families across generations.  The 

chapter began with an account of the ways in which families have been constructed in 

different ways at different times in history, as well as a discussion of the varying ways in 

which sociologists have made sense of these changes.  For Popenoe (1996), changing family 

forms were a cause for concern, particularly in relation to the assumed absence of father 
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figures in the lives of the children of single mothers and the (also assumed) damage that 

this might cause to society.   On the other hand, changing family structures were welcomed 

by other theorists because they were likely to be more egalitarian (Stacey, 1996) and more 

likely to promote intergenerational bonds (Bengston, 2001).   

Changes in the ways in which families have been structured in Ireland were also discussed.  

It was noted that there have been substantial changes in the occupational activities of Irish 

people, with a resulting change in the kinds of family structure that were available.  For 

example, between 1911 and 2011, those working in agriculture went from 48% to 4.9 % (a 

figure which included fisheries).  In addition, a change, in the opposite direction, in the 

same time period, was that those engaged in clerical and professional services went from 

8.8% of the population to 40.3%.   

The ways in which family composition has changed in Ireland was also discussed.  Decreases 

in the numbers of children born to families and increases in the levels of single mother and 

cohabiting households were also noted (C.S.O., 2016).  This, together with a decrease in 

ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ΨŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ƘƻƳŜ ŘǳǘƛŜǎΩ ό/Φ{ΦhΦΣ нлмсύ 

demonstrated a shift in, not only the composition of families, but also the kinds of work 

activities in which they were engaged.  The chapter went on to discuss that single parent 

families have been found to have a consistent rate of poverty, of 22.6% (S.I.L.C, 2015).  

Payments to welfare recipients were discussed and it was argued that these provide a 

financial disincentive for single parents to marry.   

Literature relating to the ways in which families interact as a group were reviewed.  Family 

systems theories (Minuchin, 1974; Jackson, 1957 - reprinted 1981) highlight the 
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collaborative and mutual nature of relationships in families, whilst family lifecycle (Carter 

and McGoldrick, 1980) and life spiral (Combrinck-Graham, 1985) noted that roles and 

relationships change over time.  That chapter also discussed some intergenerational 

studies and presented evidence of the ways in which care (Brannen, et al., 2004) and social 

mobility (Bjerrum Nielsen & Rudberg, 2000) are managed across generations of women in 

families.  Research into the ways in which narratives reproduce family values among 

generations of women in China (Nauck and Suckow, 2006) and how emotions are managed 

in talk (Fivush, et al., 2008) were also discussed.  Research also shows the role of maternal 

grandmothers as substitutes for absent fathers (Gee and Rhodes, 2003).   

Gendered roles within families were also discussed in this chapter.  Evidence presented 

suggests that men are not required to do the same level of domestic work and childcare as 

women (Dixon and Wetherell , 2004); that their care and family work is managed by women 

(Nentwich, 2008) and that they are constructed as generally less competent than women 

(Sunderland, 2000).  This demonstrates the ways in which gender is reproduced in families. 

It is argued that this gender reproduction leaves little role for non-resident single fathers 

who are not providing financial support and who are gǳŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

grandparents (Hyde, 2000).  Despite recent legislative changes, giving equal rights to single 

fathers, division of gender roles and assumptions about mothers being natural carers, could 

potentially mean that they are distant from their children.  This gendered division of 

parenting roles has been found, despite the moral panics relating to the need for male 

discipline, to have little impact on social and emotional outcomes for children. 
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The next chapter of the thesis will explain how the research was conducted.  It will argue 

that an intergenerational family design was particularly useful for an examination of single 

motherhood in Ireland and will justify the use of interviews with families of women across 

generations.   
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Chapter 5. Collecting Talk 

 

In this chapter, I will present an overview of the methods that were used to collect and 

analyse data for the research.  I will begin with a recap of the methodological stance of the 

thesis that was discussed in chapter 2.  This chapter will then go on to discuss the design of 

the study, the recruitment procedures that were used, and the decisions that were made 

in relation to who should be included or excluded from participation in the study.  The 

chapter will give an account of the participants who took part, as well as the interview 

methods that were used.   I then describe the ways in which I went about transcribing the 

interviews and the process I used to analyse them. 

5.1 Methodological stance 

A social constructionist perspective was the starting point for this research.  From this 

ontological position, objective knowledge about the social world is fictional because it fails 

to acknowledge the ways in which knowledges are themselves constructed from available 

meanings and the methods that are used to produce evidence.  As discussed in Chapter 2, 

Gergen (1999) suggests that dominant discourses within a culture have a powerful 

influence on the construction of knowledge.  Epistemologically, then, the best route to 

understanding identities and interactions, is through attention to talk and the meanings 

that inhere within it, as well as to how these are mobilised to work up versions of selves 

and events.  Chapter 3 reviewed some of the ways in which single mothers have been 

positioned in Irish society over the last 80 years.   In order to understand how identities are 

constructed in the context of single motherhood, I wanted to find out how discourses were 
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taken up and how they were deployed by women who had been single mothers or had 

single mothers as family members.  I also wanted to examine the ways in which talk was 

produced mutually within families and some of the ways in which this joint production was 

accomplished.   

Of particular interest in this research, was the notion that certain kinds of identity are 

ΨǘǊƻǳōƭŜŘΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ Ŧƛǘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜǊǎƻƴƘƻƻŘ 

should be done (Wetherell, 2005). Ψ¢ǊƻǳōƭŜΩ ŀǊƛǎŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

forms of identities, which do not cohere or accord with the ideals that are produced in 

social discourse; for instance, iŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ΨŦƛǘΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ 

being a woman or a mother, result in additional discursive work to negotiate the varying 

discourses that position the speakers.   

5.2 Design of study 

The study took an intergenerational approach to investigating single motherhood and set 

out to answer the following questions: 

¶ What discourses did the women draw upon when talking about single    

motherhood? 

¶ How were discourses mobilised and resisted? 

¶ How were versions of family worked up in the interviews? 

¶ How did the families collaborate in working up versions of events and themselves? 

¶ What dilemmas and contradictions arose in the talk of the women? 
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5.2.1 Interviews for collecting data 

There has been some debate amongst qualitative researchers about the use of naturalistic 

materials, in preference to interviews.  This debate draws attention to the inherent 

drawbacks of generating talk, specifically for a research project, and argues that interview 

data can be constructed by the researcher in ways which may not reflect everyday talk but, 

rather, are a function of the interview setup.  Potter and Hepburn (2005) recommend that, 

in preference to interviewing, sources such as recordings of naturally occurring 

conversations, personal diaries, records of interactions between clients and professionals, 

television programmes, and documents such as medical records might produce results that 

are a more natural reflection of how talk is deployed in social situations.   

Whilst these kinds of naturalistic materials are indeed useful, interviewing was chosen as 

the most suitable way of obtaining data for a number of reasons.  Interactions between 

professionals and clients, as well as professional notes, were rejected as a potential source 

of data because what tends to emerge from this kind of talk has a very specific footing.  The 

talk is frequently mediated through the words of professionals and is structured in ways 

that are also patterned and regular and fit the needs of the professional setting.  Whilst 

this would undoubtedly be an interesting study in its own right, and would allow for insights 

into how single mothers are positioned and position themselves when in contact with those 

in the helping professions, this was not the kind of data that I was interested in.  

Furthermore, in as much as interviews with me were structured to generate talk for my 

research project, interviews and meetings between single mothers, their families, and 

professionals would have had a very specific purpose.  They also are constructions of their 
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own kind.  They would also not necessarily have produced talk about how single 

motherhood was constructed as an identity within a family setting. 

Another kind of data that Potter and Hepburn (2005) suggest might be a useful form of 

naturalistic data is diary evidence.  Again, had this been available, it might have yielded 

some interesting insights into how identities are negotiated.  It would, however, have 

offered a static picture of incidents that occurred at some time in the past.  In this study, I 

was interested in what Wetherell and Maybin (2000) describe as mutuality: the shared and 

collaborative nature of interactions.  This was particularly important in the context of 

investigations into families.  The choice of family research will be discussed further when I 

talk about choosing research participants in the next section.   

Another source of data, which Potter and Hepburn (2005) suggest might provide a useful 

alternative to interviews, is materials for broadcast and film and television programmes.  

Certainly, these position single mothers in interesting and revealing ways.  However, they 

are also constructed for specific purposes, which require them to be entertaining.  As a 

consequence, they often involve informants whose circumstances are extreme or unusual.  

For my study, I was particularly interested in the ways in which women in family situations, 

which have not been marked out as particularly unusual, except for their connection to 

single motherhood, negotiate talk. 

In addition, I was interested in how negotiations took place within family groups who 

spanned generations that have lived through a range of social, cultural, and economic 

change over the last number of decades.   For these reasons, and because naturally 

occurring talk among family groups discussing single motherhood are not readily available, 
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I decided to use interviews as my method of investigation. As such, it was the method of 

data collection best suited to answering the research questions.  Of course, the research 

questions were developed in order to follow the lines of investigation that I had identified 

as worthwhile, so in many ways this is a circular claim.  However, the research questions 

were developed in response to an understanding, grounded in the literature, that single 

mothers are subject to different kinds of positioning, which draw on various sources past 

and present, that they are embedded in families and that they and their families negotiate 

identities, collaboratively.   

5.2.2 Defining the participant pool 

In choosing participants, the focus was specifically on women because female identities 

and sexualities have been regulated differently to those of men (Smith, 2008).  Women 

have been stigmatised for lack of chastity in ways that men have not.  The consequences 

of a lack of chastity or perceived lack of chastity included the potential for 

institutionalisation, as well as social exclusion and stigmatisation, which in turn leads to 

identity trouble in relation to single motherhood.   

It is undeniably the case that men have a stake in the topic of single motherhood; they are, 

after all, fathers, brothers, sons, and partners of single parents.  They may well have been 

subject to forced marriage (e.g. Goldscheider and Kaufman, 1996), social disapproval for 

illegitimacy, or have had a female relative who had a child outside of marriage.  They may 

potentially have been either entirely excluded from the lives of children or pursued for 

maintenance or both.  However, their positioning in relation to the topic is very different 

from that of women. Whilst men are also stake holders in the lives of young single mothers, 
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and very much of interest in relation to aspects of the topic, interviews with fathers, 

brothers, and sons are beyond the scope of this research. 

When deciding on who to interview, my focus was on family groups.  Families are an 

impƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΦ  Lƴ ŀƴ LǊƛǎƘ 

context, Earner-Byrne (2008) has argued that, historically, in Ireland the behaviour of one 

woman was seen to impact on all women in the family.  Her reputation and respectability 

and thus her future marriage prospects, could be irreparably damaged by association with 

a woman in the family who did not live up to the required standards of female chastity 

(Earner-Byrne, 2008).  I wanted, therefore, to examine how women in a family negotiated 

the presence of young single motherhood together.  Furthermore, as I mentioned earlier, 

the research design allowed for attention to be given to the ways in which family identities 

are constructed, mutually (Wetherell and Maybin, 2000) and collaboratively, within family 

talk, as well as the ways in which family narratives are developed (Fiese and Bickham, 

2004).  The shared and collaborative nature of interactions is particularly interesting in the 

context of troubled identities that impact on entire families.   

The research used an intergenerational design.  Three generations of women in each family 

were interviewed: a grandmother, a daughter, and a granddaughter.  As McLeod and 

¢ƘƻƳǇǎƻƴ όнллфύ ƴƻǘŜΣ ŀ ΨǘǳǊƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƛƳŜΩ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ for an examination 

of the interrelation of the past and present and the ways in which people make sense of 

these in changing social circumstances.  A design similar to those used by Brannen, et al. 

(2004) and Bjerrum Nielsen and Rudberg (2000) was used.  These studies examined family 

cultures of intergenerational care, and change in intergenerational contexts, respectively, 
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and were discussed in Chapter 4. Interviewing intergenerational family groups made it 

possible to examine the ways in which responses to changing social circumstances were 

discussed.  

5.3 Recruitment 

!ǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ŦƻǊ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ hǇŜƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ IǳƳŀƴ 

Research Ethics Committee (HREC) (See Appendix C).  The emotional safety and wellbeing 

of participants was considered to be of utmost importance throughout the research 

process.   Participants were fully informed of the purpose of the study, the uses to which 

the interviews would be put, the steps that were and would be taken to protect their 

privacy, as well as their right to withdraw their data for a period following the interviews. 

(Information sheets and informed consent forms are contained in Appendix F and G).   

Families participating in the interviews were required to consist of three generations: a 

grandmother, a daughter, and a granddaughter.  Any one of the women needed to have 

been at some point in her life, pregnant, unmarried, and under the age of 20.  The reason 

that I focused on young single motherhood in a research project about single motherhood 

more generally, was that, as was discussed in Chapter 3, this young single mother identity 

is particularly troubled.  Women who had children adopted or who terminated pregnancies 

were beyond the scope of this study, as the focus was on maternal identities in the narrow 

sense of mothers who have given birth to and had raised or were in the process of raising 

children.  Debates about who counts as a mother and what mothering is (see for example, 

O'Reilly, 2010) are undoubtedly worthy of consideration but were not helpful for selecting 

participants for this study.   



Chapter 5. Collecting Talk 

 
 

113 
 

Recruitment was difficult and time consuming.  As was discussed in Chapter 2, the concern 

of discursive psychology is not to recruit statistically representative samples from whom 

generalizable results can be obtained.  Discursive psychology regards knowledge as 

constructed by talk that is recognisable within a particular context. It had also become 

difficult to find further families in the time available.  I will discuss this further when I discuss 

refusals.  I was, however, able to recruit until saturation was reached.  In doing this, I 

ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ DƛǾŜƴΩǎ όнллуύ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŀǘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ  {ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀǘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƳŜǘ ǿƘŜƴ 

themes and patterns in the data begin to repeat and when no further themes are likely to 

emerge as a result of further data collection.   Saturation, she argues, is accomplished more 

quickly if a sample is cohesive; if participants have a relationship to the emerging theory 

and if the researcher has experience in the research field.  My sample was cohesive in that 

the families were all Irish women.  Although they did not have a relationship to the 

emerging theory, they did have a relationship with the research topic and I had a clear 

relationship with the research field.  I will discuss the numbers of interviews that were 

conducted later in this chapter. 

A number of considerations, both practical and ethical, were important in the design of 

recruitment materials.  In the first instance, given the history of stigmatisation of single 

mothers in Ireland, I wanted to be very careful not to re-problematize a group who are 

already negotiating a troubled identity slot.  I did not, therefore, recruit from care agencies 

offering support to young single mothers; women, who are engaged with social care 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ Ψƛƴ ƴŜŜŘ ƻŦ 

ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΩΦ ±ŀƴŜǎǎŀ aŀȅ όнллсύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ƭƻƴŜ 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ƘƻƳƻƎŜƴƛǎƛƴƎΣ ǘƻǘŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ όŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎύ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΩ όǇ.3) and I 
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wanted to avoid this.  Recruitment from care agencies would certainly have made practical 

sense because I teach in a college that has close relationships with social care agencies.  

The students that I teach are placed in social care organisations for two semesters of their 

undergraduate programme.  However, I wanted to avoid interviewing people who were 

ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ΨǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜΩ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ, in the context of that organisation, and I did 

ƴƻǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ  L 

did not exclude research participants who were engaged with social care organisations.  In 

fact, I made no inquiry about such matters.   

I chose to recruit by advertising on a variety of online media, such as Ireland based 

Facebook pages aimed at feminists and single parents, as well as web-based discussion fora 

for single parents (see Appendix D for example of recruitment post).  I also recruited using 

emails to colleagues in other institutions around Ireland, snowball referral from previous 

participants, and word of mouth referral.  I did not interview anyone who was a student on 

courses in the Institution in which I teach.  However, I did accept referrals from students 

who knew people who might like to take part in the research.   

When choosing terminology for the recruitment and information materials, I avoided the 

ǘŜǊƳ ΨǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ мфулǎ 

in Ireland and still appears from time to time.   It is a term which has come to have negative 

associations (Houghton, 2004).  When social welfare for one parent families was first 

ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ мфто ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ψ¦ƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ !ƭƭƻǿŀƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ 

the sum of £8.50 per week.   This term came to be used as an insult. For example, one 

campaigner for Catholic values in Ireland, who was very active in the 1980s, Úna Bean Mhic 
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MathúƴŀΣ ŦŀƳƻǳǎƭȅ ŎŀǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ΨǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƳƛŎƪŜȅ ƳƻƴŜȅΩ (Fallon, 

McGrath and Murray, 2012)Φ  ΨaƛŎƪŜȅΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƭŀƴƎ ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇŜƴƛǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ 

insinuation was that those in receipt of Unmarried Mothers Allowance were akin to sex 

workers (another derided group).   

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩΣ L ŀƭǎƻ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ 

ΨǘŜŜƴŀƎŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩΦ  !ǎ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ Chapter 3, this is also a term that is laden with all 

kinds of often negative meaning.  The term single can simply mean unmarried, but it is also 

possible that those who have a partner, even one who does not live with them, do not 

consider themselves single mothers.  In considering phraseology, I also had to make my 

meaning clear and explicit so that people answering the call for participants knew if they 

ǿŜǊŜ ŜƭƛƎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜΦ  L ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ ΨǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘΣ ǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ нлΩ ŀƴŘ ΨȅƻǳƴƎ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ, which seemed to be as neutral as possible 

whilst still conveying enough meaning to ensure that participants understood what the 

criteria for inclusion were.  In addition, the recruitment materials specified that the young 

single mother must have gone on to raise the child. 

In the recruitment materials, I stated that my interest in the topic was due to my own 

experience of single motherhood.  This identified me to potential participants as someone 

with a shared life event, rather than someone who might potentially be attempting to 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿŜƴǘ ǿǊƻƴƎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΦ  

5.3.1 Refusals 

It was difficult to find families to participate in the research.  There were a number of 

reasons for this.  On a couple of occasions, one family member organised the interviews 
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but then later telephoned to say that one member of the family did not want to participate 

because the topic was too sensitive for them.  On other occasions, it was difficult to find 

people who could all be in the same place for what was usually an entire morning or 

afternoon.  Furthermore, as I discussed in Chapter 3, the numbers of women who have had 

children under the age of 20 has been steadily decreasing since a peak in 1999, when they 

were 6.2% of all births.  By 2016, they were 1.9% of the total (C.S.O., 2016). 

Although, as I have outlined, I gave a great deal of thought to the language used in 

recruitment materials and the ways in which participants were accessed, I still ran into a 

difficulty when recruiting.  I posted a call for participants on a web-based forum aimed at 

single parents during the recruitment phase and received several comments and a private 

message asking why I had ignored single fathers.  Some of these comments were robust in 

their criticism of me.   I replied politely explaining that single fathers are indeed important 

but that this was not the topic of my research.   It would appear that no matter how much 

thought is put into approaching potential research participants sensitively, it can be difficult 

to entirely avoid causing offence. In addition, I understood that men in this situation felt 

invisible and are not often asked for their views.  However, it was unavoidable, given the 

focus of the research questions.   

5.3.2 Participants 

Seven families took part in the research.  Table 4 shows the composition of the participants 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǎŜǾŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨDǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ 

(though many of the womeƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻƻ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ 

of the grandmothers were great grandmothers) were born between 1939 and 1955 and 
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were aged between 57 and 73.   This is quite a large age range, which overlaps with the 

ages of some of the people in the second generation.  This means that the women are 

arranged in generation in relation to their own family rather than belonging to any 

particular age category.  All had been married.  One was widowed and one was married for 

the third time.  One had eight children, two had seven, one had six, two had five, and one 

had two.  Between them, they had 40 children.   

¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ, were born 

between 1955 and 1978.  This means that they were aged between 34 and 57 at the time 

of the interviews.  Two had five children, one had four, two had three, one had two, and 

one had one child. Between them, they had 23 children.  All had been at some point, 

married and two were divorced. 

¢ƘŜ ΨDǊŀƴŘŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛon were born between 1978 and 1991 and ranged in age from 

21 to 34, at the time of the interviews.  One had three children, four had one child, and two 

had no children.  Between them, they had 7 children.  None had been married and one was 

engaged to be married.   All but two of the women identified as Roman Catholic.  The two 

who did not, listed their religious affiliation as none. Women who had a child whilst under 

the age of twenty are highlighted in bold. 

The following table contains a full breakdown of the composition of the families who were 

interviewed: 
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TABLE 4 BREAKDOWN OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

 

Family 1 

Generation Pseudonym Year of birth Marital status Number of 
Children 

Grandmother  Tiggy 1945 Married 7 

Daughter Julie 1965 Divorced 5 

Granddaughter Aoife 1989 Single 1 

Family 2 

Generation Pseudonym Year of birth Marital status Number of 
Children 

Grandmother  Mags 1940 Married 6 

Daughter Siobhan 1961 Married 5 

Granddaughter Tara 1989 Engaged 3 

Family 3 

Generation Pseudonym Year of birth Marital status Number of 
Children 

Grandmother  Annie 1955 Married 7 

Daughter Sheila 1978 Married 2 

Granddaughter Orla 1996 Single 1 

Family 4 

Generation Pseudonym Year of birth Marital status Number of 
Children 

Grandmother  Cait 1940 Married 8 

Daughter Marie 1965 Married 4 

Granddaughter Sarah 1996 Single 0 

Family 5 

Generation Pseudonym Year of birth Marital status Number of 
Children 

Grandmother  Nora 1939 Widowed 5 

Daughter Rosemary 1955 Married 2 

Granddaughter Jaqueline 1978 Single 1 

Family 6 

Generation Pseudonym Year of birth Marital status Number of 
Children 

Grandmother  Kate 1954 Divorced x2 5 

Daughter Erín 1976 Single 3 

Granddaughter Veronica 1990 Single 0 

Family 7 

Generation Pseudonym Year of birth Marital status Number of 
Children 

Grandmother  Hannah 1944 Married 2 

Daughter Beatrice 1964 Married 1 

Granddaughter Carly 1991 Single 1 
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My own profile as a participant in the research is as follows: 

Researcher 

 Name Year of birth Marital status Number of 
Children 

 Lisa 1965 Divorced 2 
 

5.3.3 Researcher as a participant 

Potter and Hepburn (2005) identify the stake of the researcher as problematic when this 

stake is unacknowledged or made invisible in reporting the research.  The personal history 

of the researcher is likely to affect, the topic, the questions that are asked, as well as the 

ways in which data are constructed and interpreted (Lazard and McAvoy, 2017).  The 

question of, to whom the participants are speaking, is relevant and it influences the kind of 

arguments participants make about who they are.   I became a single mother at the age of 

22 in 1988.  As I mentioned when I discussed the design of recruitment materials, this was 

identified as a reason for my interest in the research topic in recruitment materials.   

As researcher, I was also a participant in the research.  I was actively involved in the 

interactions that generated the talk and was also responsible for the footing on which the 

interviews were established.  I will explore this topic further when I reflect on the research 

process in Chapter 9.  Throughout the research process, I kept a diary of my observations 

and ideas.  After each day of interviewing, I spent time making notes on aspects of the 

interviews that might be useful to the analysis; for example, how long the interviews took, 

if there had been a lot of activity in the house, as well as my preliminary observations about 

what was said in the interviews.   
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5.4 The interviews 

As discussed in section 5.2 of this chapter, interviews were chosen in order to access talk 

of women in family groups.  I wanted to make the interviews as informal as possible and 

access women from a variety of locations across the country.  I travelled to various locations 

in the Republic of Ireland to interview families of women.  The process of organising what 

turned out to be a day-long ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ 

organisation and several telephone calls and discussions. 

5.5.1 Planning the interviews 

Interviews took place between March 2013 and July 2015.  The procedure for organising 

the interviews varied.  In each case, I was initially contacted by one member of a family 

group to say that their family would be interested in taking part.  This was usually by email 

or Facebook message, though one woman did phone me directly.  I discussed the 

procedure and the purpose of the study with the person who had contacted me and asked 

them to check with the other family members whether or not they would be interested in 

participating.  I then posted out information sheets about the study and copies of the list 

of semi-structured interview schedules for all members of the family (see Appendix G and 

H for semi-structured interview schedules for family and individual interviews).  

It was sometimes difficult to find the exact composition of family groups in which everyone 

was willing and able to participate. As Chapter 3 shows, teenage motherhood and 

pregnancy are much less common than stereotypes suggest.  There were 1,187 (or 1.8% of 

total) births to mothers aged under 20 years in 2015. This represents a significant fall in the 
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number of teenagers giving birth over a ten year period, when compared to 2005 when 

2,427 (or 4.0% of total) babies were born to teenage mothers (CSO, 2017).  

There was, therefore, a limited pool of women who were eligible to take part in the 

research.  Furthermore, given the recent history of the topic, there were some people who 

did not want to participate.  On three occasions, after an initial contact, the woman, who 

had originally volunteered, telephoned to say one of the family members had changed their 

mind and did not want participate.   

Families were recruited until such time as patterns in the talk began to repeat.  Before the 

interviews started, I read the information sheet aloud and answered any questions the 

participants had.  I then asked the women to sign consent forms and choose a pseudonym 

to be used in the research (see Appendix I).  Pseudonyms were selected to identify 

participants, in preference to numbers or letters, so that the resulting transcripts would be 

easier to read.  Taylor (2012) has argued that pseudonyms carry particular implications; of 

race or class, for example.  Because of this I asked participants to choose their own 

pseudonyms, rather than impose my own choice of name on their words.  This did not 

address the core issue of the reinforcement of categorisation that Taylor (2012) identifies, 

but the categorisation was done by the participants and not by me. 

In all, seven families were interviewed, both as family groups and individually, except in the 

case of the pilot, in which the grandmother was not interviewed alone.  Before the pilot, I 

had intended to interview only those women who identified as having been at some point 

in their lives, pregnant, unmarried, and under the age of 20.   However, following the pilot 

interview, I decided to do follow up interviews with all the family members because it 
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seemed that even those who had not identified as having been young, pregnant, and 

unmarried, had things to say that they might not say in the family interviews, which might 

be interesting and relevant to the interview questions. 

In all cases, each set of interviews (the two group and the individual interviews) took place 

on the same day.  Families were interviewed as family groups of three.  Interviews were 

structured in two halves, with a break part way through for reasons that I will discuss below.  

Each woman was then interviewed individually in another room, away from the rest of the 

family.  The individual interview was conducted, in order to ensure that each woman had 

an opportunity to renegotiate or elaborate on any of the topics that arose in the family 

interviews.   

The family interviews took place at the kitchen table in the home of the family member 

who had volunteered to host. The generation of the woman hosting the interview varied, 

but in all cases the family interview was conducted at the kitchen table.  Speer (2002) 

ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻƴǘǊƛǾŜŘΩ Řŀǘŀ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ 

conversations have a setting of some kind.  The setting of these interviews was 

ethnographic in style (Jordan, 2006), meaning that they took place in the environment in 

which the participants usually interact and were informal in style.  It was assumed that 

kitchen table talk was similar to that which takes place in family settings on other days, 

when participants are not being interviewed for a research project.  I took along a cake or 

an apple tart to each home in order to establish this informal setting.  Parents and 

grandparents have been found to tell stories about their own lives and childhoods to 

younger generations when families gather (Fiese, et al., 1995; Fiese and Bickham, 2004).  
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As was discussed in Chapter 4, this has been identified as a primary means of narrating 

gendered identities to sons and daughters (Buckner and Fivush, 2000).  Tea was made by 

the woman who was hosting and I began the interviews by saying that I would use prompts 

from the interview schedǳƭŜǎ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ΨƧǳǎǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴ ǘŀōƭŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ 

ŎƘŀǘΩΦ   

5.5.2 Compiling questions 

It is inevitable that social science agendas are grounded in literature because the 

researcher needs to be familiar with the field in order to justify doing the research in light 

of previous research.  However, it is also important that the questions be sufficiently open 

to allow participants to develop their own negotiations of the issues and see how these 

relate to the literature. The complex and varying footings of the researcher and the 

researched are of particular relevance in the context of this research, since by asking about 

being a young single mother, I am positioning participants as single mothers.   However, 

because the critical discursive psychological approach is being used, it was hoped that a 

space would be created for resisting this category.  

Questions were developed in response to recent research findings on the topics of single 

motherhood, young single motherhood, and female sexuality. The opening question - 

άǿƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΚΩέ - was designed to set the topic for the 

interview and questions lead up to the topic of sexuality. In order to approach the topic 

gently, this topic was approached last, as it has been found to be little talked about in 

families in Ireland (Hyde and Howlett, 2004).  
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5.5.3 Interview structure 

Potter and Wetherell (1995) argue that a challenging style of interview can provide data 

that is rich and analytically revealing.  However, as the previous sub-section discussed, this 

might be less useful in a situation where participants are people whose identities have been 

troubled by a long history of stigmatisation. In this view, the participants are already subject 

to challenges from the discourses that could be applied to them or that are already in 

circulation. The style of interviewing that I chose was one which drew on my training as a 

counsellor.   The questions were open and broad and I encouraged the participants to do 

as much of the talking as possible.  I tried, where possible, to avoid interrupting the 

conversational flow, particularly in the first half of the group interview. 

The family interviews adapted a method from biographic narrative interviewing (Wengraf, 

2001), which splits the interview into two halves.  The first half of the interview was guided 

by semi-structured interview questions and recorded. During this part of the interview, I 

jotted down any points that seemed interesting for follow up in the second half.  This design 

allowed any interaction between the participants to proceed with a minimum amount of 

direction or interruption from me, whilst allowing me to follow up on things that arose in 

the first half that I identified as particularly worthy of further elaboration during the second 

part of the interview.  After the first group interview, a short break was taken.  This allowed 

the women time to martial further discursive resources in their exploration of the topics 

and allowed me to elaborate on topics from the first interview in the second.  In the event, 

this was the time when more tea was made.  At some points, the talk went to other topics 

and in others it continued over the break.   
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Individual interviews were conducted with each woman in private, following the group 

interviews.  This gave each woman the opportunity to renegotiate with me, anything that 

arose in the group that she wanted to argue against, with an opportunity to tell her own 

story in her own way.   

5.6 Transcribing and analysing the data 

Data analysis in qualitative methodological traditions is open to the accusation that the 

analysis might have more to say about the orientation of the researcher than about the 

meaning that is constructed in the talk between the interviewer and the participants 

(Potter and Hepburn, 2005).   To avoid this accusation, data analysis needs to be shown to 

be as transparent as possible (though this can be difficult) and the claims that are made for 

the data need to be warranted by reference to it.  This subsection gives an overview of the 

procedures that were used for transcription and for the analysis. 

5.6.1 Transcription and notation 

In total, 24 interviews were conducted: parts A and B with each family and an individual 

interview with each woman but the grandmother in the pilot.  As discussed earlier in this 

chapter, the procedure was changed following the pilot interviews.  Interviews were 

digitally recorded.   The recordings were stored in a Dropbox folder, to which only I have 

access, and were saved in password protected folders. Interviews were transcribed for ease 

of analysis and stored in files in the same folder. I transcribed the interviews myself using 

an adaptation of the transcription conventions used by Jefferson (1983). Hollway (2005) 

argues that, since a transcription can never be a true representation of talk, it is better to 

ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻΣ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ΨŦŜǘƛǎƘƛȊŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎ 
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ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΩ όǇ. 2).  The transcriptions therefore included only what was necessary 

to make them a useful representation of the talk that could be understood. 

I transcribed the interviews in full, ǳǎƛƴƎ όΦύ ŦƻǊ ǳƴǘƛƳŜŘ ǇŀǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ώΧϐ ǘƻ ƛƴǎŜǊǘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

information or for anonymization purposes, for example, when the name of a place was 

mentioned.   Punctuation, such as question marks, exclamation marks, and capital letters, 

was omitted, except when people used proper nouns.  In addition, speech marks were used 

for reported speech.   

Transcriptions followed orthographic conventions, with standard spellings of words, for 

ŜŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΦ  /ƻƴǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƛƭƭŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŜƳΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀƘƘΩ 

were included for a clear representation of the interviews.  In addition, hesitations using 

ǿƻǊŘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨŜƳΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳƳƳΩ ǿŜǊŜ included for a faithful representation of the talk.   Line 

numbers were added to transcriptions for ease of analysis.   

Because the research questions were about meaning and collaboration; and because the 

analysis was done using repeated listening to the recordings of the interviews, I did not 

require the fine grained transcription, identifying aspirations, overlaps, softness of tone 

etc., as is the convention in conversation analytic work.   

5.6.2 Analysing the data 

In order to analyse the data, I repeatedly played the recordings of the interviews and made 

notes on copies of transcripts.  The analysis involved moving back and forth between the 

notes that I made on the transcripts and referring to the notes that I kept in my research 

diary, as well as listening to recordings at various points to check that the transcript was 

reflecting what was said.  My analysis was organised so that it could focus on the research 
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questions that were posed at the outset.  In analysing the talk, I identified patterns across 

the data, rather than attempting to find differences between different speakers.  The focus 

was on shared discursive resources that repeated across the data.  This aspect of the 

analysis was followed by an examination of what the women did with the talk and how 

they negotiated it.  I looked, for example, at the ways in which women talked about 

mothers and motherhood, as well as the subject positions they took up.  I also noted ways 

in which subject positions were resisted and how any resistance was managed.   

The analysis then went on to examine how families were constructed in the talk.  This 

involved an examination of how interpersonal relationships were narrated and the stories 

that were told about family interactions.  I also looked for patterns in the ways in which the 

participants interacted in the interviews.  I was very aware, during this part of the analysis, 

that I was also a participant in the process.  For this reason, I identified my own role in the 

construction of the conversations.   I return to this aspect of the research in Chapter 9 of 

the thesis, 

These data analysis processes were not as linear as is explained here.  The process was 

iterative, going back and forth between recordings, and transcripts, identifying different 

themes and discursive strategies and categorising them in different ways to see if this made 

different patterns across the data.   It also involved experimenting with different analytic 

tools and thinking through alternative interpretations from the ones that I identified on 

first or second reading.  In addition, I went back to the recordings of the interviews and 

listened to them whilst reading sections of marked-up script to check that the script was 

representing the talk in the way that I was reading it.   
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5.6.3 Analytical tools 

Analysis was informed by the approach of critical discursive psychology (Wetherell, 2005).  

Willig (2001) argues that discourse analysts regard any reading of data as one of many 

possible interpretations of the data.  However, I have attempted to warrant my claims for 

the data by demonstrating how the analysis was arrived at in the empirical chapters.  A 

number of analytic concepts were particularly useful in examining how the talk was 

mobilised and these are explained in section 5.6.2.   

The concepts that I discussed in Chapter 2 informed the analysis.  Harré (2003) distinguishes 

between discourse, as the use of language that has been institutionalised, and discursive 

practice as the use of talk in action.  I analysed the data in a number of ways and tried out 

different ways of grouping the talk.  In the first instance, I sorted sections of talk to 

correspond with the research question.  This involved using multiple copies of the interview 

transcripts and at times allocating the same sections of interviews to different questions.  

So, for example, a family could be presenting a version of the kind of family that they were 

at the same time as using particular ways of talking about young single motherhood.   

The second phase of the analysis focused on the action orientation of the talk.  The analysis 

was attentive to the ways in which subject positions (Davis and Harré, 1990) are taken up 

in talk, producing various kinds of identities at different times in interactions.   In addition, 

interpretative repertoires (Wetherell, 1998), culturally available ways of talking, were 

identified in the talk of the women.  Another aspect of the analysis, which related to the 

final research question, was the identification of ideological dilemmas (Billig, 1988), the 

contradictions that arise in the ways in which people argue versions of the selves, show 
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how talk is utilised to construct identities.  I paid attention to the ways in which narratives 

ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻƭŘΦ  .ƛƭƭƛƎΩǎ όмффмύ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ 

discursive repression also informed the analysis.  

When I analysed the ways in which families collaborated together in talk, I also considered 

the usefulness of concepts from conversation analytically informed work, though not in 

relation to fine grained analysis of the orientation of the talk.  At times, this meant returning 

to the literature in order to see if the patterns I had noticed had been identified elsewhere.  

For example, the concept of dilemma of stake, in which an assumed vested interest by the 

speaker is managed by acknowledgement of that interest (Edwards and Potter, 2005), was 

useful in examining the talk. The analysis, then, examined the discourses that the women 

used about single motherhood, the ways in which they told stories, the ways in which 

discourses were mobilised and resisted, the versions of family that were worked up in the 

interviews, and the ways in which dilemmas and contradictions were managed.  It also 

examined the ways in which families collaborated to work together to produce meanings 

with me, by analysing some of ways in which families collaborated to produce narratives.   

5.7 Conclusions 

In this chapter, I briefly revisited the methodological stance that was argued in Chapter 2.  

I outlined the design of the study and argued that interviews with Irish women across three 

generations provided the most useful form of data collection for this study.  It was argued 

that interviews provided the most useful way of interrogating the research questions.  The 

chapter went on to outline and justify the decisions that were made in relation to 

recruitment and give an overview of the interview methods that were used.   I then outlined 
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the transcription and analysis procedures and provided a recap of some of the more 

important analytic concepts that informed the analysis. 

The following three chapters will present the results of the analysis.  As was discussed in 

this chapter, a discourse analysis is regarded as one reading of the data.   Because of the 

situated and constructed nature of knowledge, the aim is not, as might be the case in 

experimental research, for example, to attempt to present findings as άunbiasedέ facts that 

were waiting to be discovered.  Rather, the analysis relies on what Henwood and Pigeon 

(1995) describe as generativity and rhetorical power: the extent to which the findings pose 

further possibilities for future research and the effectiveness and rhetorical power of the 

argument.  The empirical chapters are organised around the research questions.  The first 

two questions, which ask which discourses about single motherhood the women drew on 

and how they mobilised them will be addressed in Chapter 6.  The versions of family that 

the women worked up will be presented in Chapter 7; and the ways in which the families 

collaborated in talk will be presented in Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 6. Discourses of Single Motherhood 

 

This research project is about the varied meanings of single motherhood in Ireland.  For 

this reason, it seems fitting to open this chapter with an exploration of some of the ways 

in which the participants in the research constructed single motherhood.  This chapter is 

primarily focused on the answers to the first two research questions: 

¶ What discourses did the women draw upon when talking about single    

motherhood? 

¶ How were discourses mobilised and resisted? 

It also identifies some of the ideological dilemmas that arose in the talk, so it presents some 

answers to the final research question: 

¶ What dilemmas and contradictions arose in the talk of the women? 

Chapter 2 argued for a model of the person in which identities are taken up and negotiated 

using available discursive resources in a particular culture and time.  Davies and Harré 

(2003) distinguish between discourse, as the use of language that has been 

institutionalised, and discursive practice as the use of discourse to produce identities.   

As Billig (1998) argues, thinking is a process that draws on ideology and repeats 

assumptions, which maintain existing power relations by presenting them as common 

sense. This chapter presents some excerpts from the talk, which illustrate the discourses 

that were taken up by the women and the ways in which they were mobilised, as well as 
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some of the ideological dilemmas that arose when they did this.  These ideological 

dilemmas point up some of the trouble that arises when single mothers and their families 

talk about single motherhood.   

This first section of the chapter will present examples of three distinctive discourses that 

the women used when they talked about single motherhood.  I am identifying these as:  

the sexually stigmatised woman, the neoliberal failure, and the mother like any other.  The 

chapter will go on to examine how the women negotiate each of these discourses and 

argue that the content of the discourses is not challenged.  There is no resistance to the 

idea that women should be sexually stigmatised; there is no contestation of the negative 

stereotypes relating to the neoliberal failure; and there is no challenge to the notion that 

mothers should be self-sacrificing, dedicated to the wellbeing of their children, and 

consumed by motherhood identities.  Rather, the women negotiate these discourses in 

ways that allow them to present versions of themselves as ΨǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŀōƭŜΩ (Skeggs, 1997).   

When presenting extracts from the interviews, each extract is given a number.  This is 

followed by the number of the family (families have been numbered 1-7).  If the extract is 

from one of the individual interviews, the generation of the family that the woman was in 

is listed.  Grandmothers are labelled with G, Daughters (from the middle generation) with 

D, and granddaughters with Gd.  For example, the first extract is from lines 6-8 of the 

individual interview with family 2 and is the daughter speaking and is labelled: Extract 1 

(f2D 6-8).  If the extract is from a family interview, the generation is not specified (though I 

will identify who the participants are before presenting the extract).  Instead, the extract 

number will be followed by the family number and then, either Group A for the first family 

interview, or Group B, for the second; for example, Extract 2 (f1 Group A, 78-86). 
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I have identified myself as Lisa and each of the women by the pseudonyms they chose.  

In this first extract, Siobhan, the daughter in family two, who was pregnant and unmarried 

when she was eighteen, is talking to me in the individual interview that I did with her.  

Extract 1 (f2D 6-8) 

Lisa:  so (.) tell me first of all about (.) you were talking earlier on (.) about 1 

whether or not yknow women were afraid of being pregnant (.) when you 2 

were young (.) what was that like 3 

Siobhan:  you would have been the fear (.) and I suppose and the fear of (.) I think 4 

most of it would have been that you were a Jezebel if you were out and 5 

having sex or whatever  6 

This example from Siobhan, illustrates the first of the discourses about single mothers, 

which I am calling the sexually stigmatised woman.  {ƛƻōƘŀƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŦŜŀǊΩ όƭƛƴŜ мύ ƛƴ 

relation to how she might be judged by unnamed others.  She uses a biblical trope Ψȅƻǳ 

ǿŜǊŜ ŀ WŜȊŜōŜƭΩ όƭƛƴŜ рύΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘhe metaphor of the biblical character, Jezebel, a symbol 

for sexually stigmatised womanhood, can ōŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ΨŦŀƭƭŜƴ 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ, discussed in Chapter 3.  In drawing on this metaphor, Siobhan 

highlights one aspect of the trouble (Wetherell, 2005) that she argues was associated with 

out of wedlock sexual behaviour, ΨƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ƻǳǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǎŜȄΩ όƭƛƴŜ рύ.   

The next extract is from Julie, the daughter in Family 1. I had asked the group about the 

meaning of single motherhood.  
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Extract 2 (f1 Group A, 78-86) 

Lisa:   the term single mother (.) when you hear people talk about single 1 

mothers (.) what does that mean for you 2 

Julie:   iǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ όΦύ ƛǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ όΦύ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ όΦύ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 3 

talking about it (.) I mean you know some people (.) just saying (.) looking 4 

down their noses (.) that some people just get pregnant now for the 5 

money (.) for the lone parents όΦύ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƭŜ όΦύ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ 6 

out and work (.) bǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŎŀǎŜ όΦύ I always wanted to 7 

work (.) but some people can be very ignorant about it (.) dya know (.)  8 

other people are fine  9 

In this extract, Julie identifies unknown Ψ{ƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ όƭƛƴŜ пύ ΨƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴƻǎŜǎΩ 

(lines 4, 5) at other unidentifieŘ ΨǎƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ όƭƛƴŜ рύΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 

mothers as having Ψjust get pregnant now for the money (.) for the lone parents (.) the doleΩ 

ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ŀƭǎƻ ΨŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ р, 6).  This is very much in line with the 

literature that was reviewed in Chapter 3.  These interpretative repertoires conjure up 

images of ǘƘŜ ΨǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǉǳŜŜƴΩ, the name given by United States President Ronald Reagan 

to a group of single women who he claimed were living lavish lives on welfare because ΨǘƘŜȅ 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ с, 7). I have identified this discourse ŀǎ Ψthe failed 

neoliberal subƧŜŎǘΩ, who as Alldred and David (2010) argue, are constructed as having given 

up the ideals of freedom and independence, and have failed to live up to appropriate 

expectations for women.   

A third distinctive way in which single mothers were talked about was in relation to their 

role as mothers.   I am describing this discourse ŀǎ Ψthe good mother like any otherΦΩ  In using 

the phrase, ΨƭƛƪŜ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊΩΣ L ŀƳ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ, by taking up this position, the women are 
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accomplishing identities that are available to all mothers, regardless of their sexual 

ΨǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΩ or financial status.   

The following extract from Carly, the granddaughter in Family 7, illustrates a way in which 

the women mobilised the discourse of the good mother like any other.  As in the previous 

extract, I had asked the group about the meaning of single motherhood  

Extract 3 (f7 Group A  GD 6-13)

 

Carly:  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ όΦύ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ 1 

by herself (.) but I consider myself a single mother even though his dad is 2 

involved (.)  bŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƘŀǾŜ ƘƛƳ όΦύ LΩƳ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƭŜ ŎŀǊŜǊ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƭŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ 3 

(.) I provide him with everything he needs (.) shoes (.) clothes (.) crèche (.)  4 

I go to work and his dad is involved and he takes him twice a week but I 5 

ǘƘƛƴƪ LΩƳ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ όΦύ ƭƛƪŜ όΦύ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ όΦύ LΩŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƻƴŜ όΦύ 6 

bǳǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǎƛngle parent unless your child 7 

ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ8 

Whilst taking up the subject position of single mother, ΨL ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ 

(line 2), ΨLΩƳ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƭŜ ŎŀǊŜǊΩ όƭƛƴŜ о) but also a good neoliberal subject who works (line 5), 

she also ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƘƛƳ ǿƛǘƘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎΩ όlines 3, 4), as well as facilitating a 

relationship between her child and his father (line 5).   In this talk, she is actively resisting 

the lack of respectability that caused the participants in IȅŘŜΩǎ όнлллύ study to be 

stigmatised in public encounters. Although this might be read as a discourse of 

independence and competence, Carly is also demonstrating that she is doing all that is 

needed for her child.  She works, she provides, and she ensures ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ father is 
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involved and is therefore not the kind of irresponsible mother who does not give her child 

access to a father and who is welfare dependant.  

Having offered examples of the three discourses that were identified, the chapter will go 

on to explore each of them in more detail and examine how they were taken up and 

deployed. 

6.1 The sexually stigmatised woman 

As I discussed in Chapter 3, in the context of Irish social history, female chastity was 

regarded as a matter of national pride in post-independence Ireland.  Following the 

formation of the independent Republic in 1937, a great deal of emphasis was placed on 

sexual morality as an aspect of Irish identities (Ferriter, 2009).   According to Smith (2004), 

the discourse of sexual stigmatisation is frequently characterised as something from the 

past; from an Ireland that has totally changed.  This next extract is from the Tiggy, the 

grandmother in Family 1.  In it, she talks about the meaning of single motherhood and picks 

up the sexually stigmatized woman discourse. 

Extract 4 (f1 Group A, 78-86)

Tiggy:   well I think older people (.) older (.) nƻǿ όΦύ  L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ Ƴȅ 1 

generation(.) but older than me now (.) are looking down their noses (.) 2 

because going back remember there was so many unwanted (.) well I 3 

ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ǳƴǿŀƴǘŜŘ όΦύ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎƛŜǎ (.) but women having babies (.) 4 

god love them (.) that had to give them away (.) the shame of being (.) the 5 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƻƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜǊŀ όΦύ ȅƻǳ 6 

know (.) It was a disgrace to the family (.) not thinking about the poor girl 7 

and how she got into that (.) all the blame was put on the women (.) not 8 
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(.) the men got away scot free (.) do you understand (.) but nowadays I 9 

ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ όΦύ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǇŜƴ όΦύ  iǘΩǎ ŜƘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭ όΦύ L ǿƻƴΩǘ 10 

say every second young girl (.) but say 5 out of 10 are unmarried mothers 11 

(.) you know (.) but who would part with them (.) for god sake 12 

 

By locating her account of the sexually stigmatised wƻƳŀƴΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŀ ΨŘƛǎƎǊŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩ όƭƛƴŜ уύ, and a cause of ΨshameΩ and ΨstigmaΩ όƭƛƴŜ сύ ŀǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƻƭŘŜǊ ǇŜƻple 

όΦύ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜ ƴƻǿΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ мΣнΣоύ ŀƴŘ ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜǊŀΩ όƭƛƴŜ тύΣ ¢ƛƎƎȅ 

ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ LǊƛǎƘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ΨƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ 

them [babies] ŀǿŀȅΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ рΣсύ, whilst also arguing, as Smith (2004) has pointed out, that 

due to social progress, these discourses are no longer in circulation.  She does a great deal 

of work to present herself as a loving and good mother who would always welcome a baby, 

ŜǾŜƴ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǎƻ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ƛǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǳƴǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ 

ǳƴǿŀƴǘŜŘ όΦύ ǿŜƭƭ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ǳƴǿŀƴǘŜŘΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ оΣпύ ōǳǘ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ part with them (.) for 

god sakeΩ (lines 13, 14).  In arguing in this way, she positions herself as compassionate - 

ΨDƻŘ ƭƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƳΩ όƭƛƴŜ пύ - and aware of unkindness, injustice - Ψƴƻǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ƎƛǊƭΩ 

(lines 6, 7) - and double standards - ΨƘƻǿ ǎƘŜ Ǝƻǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŀǘΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ т, 8).    

However, a number of ideological dilemmas (Billig, 1998) remain unrŜǎƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ¢ƛƎƎȅΩs 

accountΦ  CƛǊǎǘƭȅΣ ¢ƛƎƎȅΩǎ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ƎƛǊƭΩ (line 8) as worthy of pity and to who 

ǿŀǎ ΨōƭŀƳŜŘΩ (line 9) indicate that pregnancies were indeed unwelcome.  Her contention 

ǘƘŀǘ ΨƴƻǿŀŘŀȅǎ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ όΦύ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǇŜƴΩ όƭƛƴŜ ммύ ƛǎ another reference to changing 

attitudes to out of wedlock child bearing.  However, she then goes on to draw on the 

discourse of moral panic (Kerry, 2007) in relation to increasing numbers of young women 
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ΨŜǾŜǊȅ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭΩ όƭƛƴŜ фύ, ΨL ǿƻƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭ όΦύ ōǳǘ say 5 out of 

млΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ млΣ ммύ. As discussed in Chapter 3, this claim is not supported by the figures.   Her 

Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ Ψōǳǘ ǿƘo would part with them (.) for gƻŘΩǎ ǎŀƪŜΩ όƭƛƴŜ ммύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ 

is still welcoming to the babies and would certainly never reject a child.  In addition, she 

has distanced herself from taking up a position as someone who would criticise women for 

having children whilst unmarried by referencing this as something that happened in her 

ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜǊŀΩΦ  However, there is an ideological dilemma in the talk.  On the one hand, she 

takes up a positon as someone who would always welcome a child and, on the other hand, 

she expresses reservations about large numbers of young girls having babies.  Her dilemma 

is one of how to uphold moral standards of behaviour, but on the other as not condemning 

others because, she has argued, this kind of condemnation is a thing of the past.  The sexual 

stigmatisation discourse that was presented in this extract, and in many parts of the 

interview data, was mobilised as something that happened in an Ireland of a former 

historical period in which women had no access to contraception and could potentially be 

ostracised or incarcerated for out of wedlock child-bearing.   

The sexually stigmatised woman discourse also appeared ƛƴ ǘŀƭƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

experiences.  The following two extracts from Tara, the granddaughter in Family 2 and Julie, 

the daughter in Family 1, illustrate this point2. 

 

 

                                                                 
2 Grouped extracts will be numbered consecutively to avoid confusion when identifying parts of each 
extract 
 



Chapter 6. Discourses of Single Motherhood 

 

139 
 

Extract 5 (f2 Gd 97-101)

Tara:  ahh (.ύ ǿŜƭƭ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ όΦύ Ǝƻ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƻǿƴ όΦύ ƻƴŎŜ L ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ όΦύ L 1 

ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ŎǊȅƛƴƎ όΦύΩƴƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿŀƴǘ ƳŜ ƴƻǿ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŀƳ 2 

pregnanǘΩ and (laughing softly)  3 

Lisa:  Really 4 

Tara: Yeah (.) I think my mind was like (.) ΨI am never ever going to have a 5 

boyfriend (.) ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ όΦύ L ǿƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǊ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΩ 6 

Extract 6 (f1D l 23-29) 

Julie:  he was ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ ǘƻ ȅƻǳ όΦύ ǿŜƭƭ ƘŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ 7 

nice person (.) em he basically told me that because I was used property 8 

with a child that no man would ever want me (.)  and I was it em (.) he 9 

was It (.) he was the only man that would ever want me (.) he convinced 10 

me of that fact (.)  yŜŀƘ όΦύ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ only reason I stayed with him (.) 11 

because I thought he was right because at the time (.) it was taboo to have 12 

a child out of marriage so em (.)  I did actually believe him13 

In both of these extracts, the women allude to discourses about the need for a woman to 

remain sexually pure and chaste in order to be marriageable.  Tara, the granddaughter in 

Family 2, who had her first child in 2009, ǘŀƭƪǎ ƻŦ ŎǊȅƛƴƎ Ψƴƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿŀƴǘ ƳŜ ƴƻǿ 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŀƳ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘΩ όƭƛƴŜ нύ ŀƴŘ ΨLΩƳ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘΩ όƭƛƴŜ рύ ΨL ǿƻƴΩǘ 

ƎŜǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǊ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΩ όƭƛƴŜ сύΦ  ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ Julie, the daughter in Family 1, whose first child 

was born in 1992, identifies out of wedlock childbŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǘŀōƻƻΩ όƭƛƴŜ мнύ ŀƴŘ ƎƻŜǎ on 

ǘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǎǘŀȅŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ΨǳǎŜŘ 

ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΩ όƭƛƴŜ 8), whom no man, other than the father of her child ΨǿƻǳƭŘ ŜǾŜǊ ǿŀƴǘΩ όƭƛƴŜ 
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9).  These claims are presented as former fears that proved to be unfounded.  Indeed, both 

women told me that they were with new partners at the time of the interviews. 

In parts of the interviews, ƭƛƪŜ ǿƘŜƴ ¢ƛƎƎȅ ǎŀȅǎ ΨǿŜƭƭ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ όΦύ ƻƭŘŜǊ ό.) now (.)  

L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ Ƴȅ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴόΦύ ōǳǘ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜ ƴƻǿ όΦύ ŀǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴƻǎŜǎ όΦύΩ, 

in extract 4 (lines 1,2), the women in this study appeared to argue that the need for female 

chastity as a marker of respectability was a thing of the past.  However, in other parts of 

the interviews, it appeared to be argued that certain levels of sexual restraint are still 

necessary for a woman to attain respectability.  Herein lies some of the trouble that 

emerges when single motherhood is talked about by single mothers and their families. 

The following extract is from an interview with Sarah, the granddaughter in Family 4. 

Extract 7 (f4 GD 25-27) 

Lisa:  and tell me about (.) we were talking earlier on about some girls kinda 1 

getting a bad name (.) what would (.) get a girl of your age a bad name (.) 2 

what would she have to do to get a bad name 3 

Sarah:  going off with loads of different fellas (.) and dyknow (.) doing whatever 4 

they say and not having respect for herself5 

In this extract, the topic of sexuality is approached without the use of direct references to 

sex.  This delicacy can be seen as an observation of local moral orders when talking about 

a topic that is troubled. The silences and omissions that appear in the talk of delicate 

subjects will be explored further in Chapter 7.  I ask {ŀǊŀƘ ΨǿƘŀǘ would (.) get a girl of your 

ŀƎŜ ŀ ōŀŘ ƴŀƳŜΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ н, 3ύ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŘƻΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ н, 3) is met with an argument 

that is equally dŜǾƻƛŘ ƻŦ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜȄ ƻǊ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅ ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƻŀŘǎ ƻŦ 
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ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦŜƭƭŀǎΩ όƭƛƴŜ пύ ΨŘƻƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦΩ όƭƛƴŜ 

5).  Having or obtaining ŀ ΨōŀŘ ƴŀƳŜΩ in this exchange between Sarah and me, is to do with 

sexual availability, which is presented as lack of self-respect.  In the following extract, Julie 

talks about sexual stigmatisation in relation to single mothers.  

Extract 8 (f1 Group A 132-136) 

Julie:  wŜƭƭ όΦύ ǳƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƴ ŀǿŦǳƭ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ 1 

they see a single mother and the first thing they call her is not a very 2 

pleasant name (.) dyknow (.) and (.) ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ όΦύ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ 3 

case (.) but ŀƴ ŀǿŦǳƭ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ Ǝƻ ǊƻǳƴŘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǎƘŜΩǎ ƭƻƻǎŜ όΦύ ǎƘŜΩǎ 4 

ŀ ǘǊŀƳǇ όΦύ ǎƘŜΩǎ ŀ ǿƘƻǊŜ (.) and ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŦŀƛǊ ǘƻ ƭŀōŜƭ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƨǳǎǘ 5 

because they got pregnant (.) iǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŦŀƛǊ6 

Julie identifies the kinds of things that might be said about a woman who appears to be 

sexually promiscuous - ΨǎƘŜΩǎ ƭƻƻǎŜ όΦύ ǎƘŜΩǎ ŀ ǘǊŀƳǇ όΦύ ǎƘŜΩǎ ŀ ǿƘƻǊŜΩ όƭƛƴŜ пύ.  She argues, 

not for the permissive discourse discussed in Chapter 2 (Hollway, 1989), but that the people 

who say such things are ΨǳƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΩ όƭƛƴŜ м) wrong ΨƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ όΦύ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ 

ŎŀǎŜΩ όƭƛƴŜ оύ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƧǳǎǘ ΨƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŦŀƛǊ ǘƻ ƭŀōŜƭ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ Ǝƻǘ 

ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ όΦύ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŦŀƛǊΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ р, 6).  ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨǎƘŜΩǎ 

ƭƻƻǎŜ όΦύ ǎƘŜΩǎ ŀ ǘǊŀƳǇΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ extract from Julie, is the imagined source of the statements.  

{ƘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ΨŀǿŦǳƭ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻǿƴΩ όƭƛƴŜs 3, 

пύΦ  {ƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ ¢ƛƎƎȅΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ΨƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ 

Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴƻǎŜǎΩ in 9ȄǘǊŀŎǘ пΣ ¢ŀǊŀΩǎ ǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎƛƎƘǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ΨǎƘƻǿƛƴƎΩ ƛƴ 

Extract 5, ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƎƛǾŜ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŀ ΨōŀŘ ƴŀƳŜΩ ƛƴ 9ȄǘǊŀŎt 7.  It would 

appear, then, that the primary way in which sexual stigmatisation is communicated, is as a 
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result of what Foucault described as the gaze: an internalised imagined surveillance, which 

causes people to manage their sexual behaviour, or accounts of sexual behaviour, in 

particular ways.   

Across the data, there was no evidence of a challenge to the sexual stigmatisation 

discourses or the use of permissive discourses (Hollway, 1989)  to counter the notion that 

women should not be promiscuous. Instead, the women argued that these 

characterisations did not apply to them.  In establishing these arguments, discourses 

relating to naiveté, lack of information and lack of interest in sex were drawn on.  Extracts 

9 -11 illustrate this. 

Extract 9 (f1 D 2-5)

Lisa:   so em (.) tell me about when you got pregnant 1 

Julie:   oh gosh yeah (.) that was shocking (.) well actually it was weird (.)  I have 2 

three older sisters (.) my mother (.) and it was never spoken about sex 3 

was never spoken about in our household (.) ever (.) so I was 18 but I was 4 

so innocent (.) so so innocent (.) I had absolutely no idea about nothing 5 

 

Extract 10 (f6 G 32-36) 

Kate:  I think so yes (.) it was alright like (.) but I thought oh my god is this what 6 

ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ όΦύ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ όΦύ L ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ όΦύ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ŜǾŜǊ 7 

hear of people saying (.) they were frigid (.) and it was dirty and that 8 

waǎƴΩǘ ŘƻƴŜ όΦύ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƛǘ όΦύ ŀnd then I suppose I was very bitter that I 9 

got pregnant after the first time 10 
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Extract 11 (f1 Group A 350-352) 

Aoife:   yeah (.) ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ŏƻǎ L ǿŀǎ (.ύ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ŏƻǎ L ǿŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǇǳǇƛƭ ŀƴŘ L ǿŀǎ so 11 

quiet like (.) and no one expected that 12 

 

These three extracts, taken together, show examples of talk that argues that the 

pregnancies of these particular women were out of character for them, Ψthat was shocking 

(.ύ ǿŜƭƭ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǿŜƛǊŘΩ όƭƛƴŜ нύ ΨL Ǝƻǘ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜΩ (lines 9, 10).  In 

doing so, the women distance themselves from any suggestion that they might be sexually 

promiscuous and avoid taking up a position as a sexually stigmatized woman.  YŀǘŜΩǎ 

ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎŜȄ Ψƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ т, 8) also works to present her as 

someone who was not interested in sex for enjoyment.  Inglis and aŀŎYŜƻƎƘΩǎ όнлмнύ 

argument about Irish women being caught in a double bind of sexual availability and 

chastity, is evident in this statement.  Julie takes up a position of innocence, which 

establishes that she is not and was not sexually available.  In accounting for the unexpected 

nature of her pregnancy, Julie draws upon lack of information: Ψƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ 

ǎŜȄ ǿŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ о, 4). This construction of silence on 

sexual matters was repeated again and again across the interviews.  In addition, the 

pregnancy was presented as something out of character for the women, Ψso I was 18 but I 

was so innocent (.) so so innocent (.) I had absolutely no idea about nothingΩ (lines 4, 5), ΨI 

ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ōƛǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ L Ǝƻǘ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ ф, 10), ΨI was such a good pupil 

ŀƴŘ L ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ǉǳƛŜǘ ƭƛƪŜ όΦύ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΩ όƭƛƴŜ ммΣ мнύΦ  

It appears then that the priority for these women is to present versions of themselves that 

are respectable. As Skeggs (1997) notes, ΨRespectability is usually the concern of those who 

ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƛǘΩ (p.1).  In order to negotiate the trouble that arises due to possibly 
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being sexually stigmatised by imagined others, constructions of naiveté and innocence are 

mobilised.   

The final extract in this section also exemplifies some of the issues relating to sexual 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŀ Ψone-night ǎǘŀƴŘΩΦ 

Extract 12 (f5 GD 213-222)

Jaqueline:  ȅŜŀƘ ΨƻƘ ǎƘŜΩǎ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳǳƳ ƻƘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊΩ ŜƳ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǘƘing 1 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ǘƻ ƳŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǿŜƭƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ όΦύ ŀƴŘ ŜƳ L ǿŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ 2 

ǉǳƛǘŜ ŎƭŜǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ L LΩƭƭ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƳŜ 3 

when (.) people automatically kind of look down on you for some reason 4 

like who you are 5 

Lisa:  Yeah  6 

Jaqueline:  ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ [ǳƪŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŀ one-night stand (.) they 7 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ Řƻǿƴ ƻƴ όΦύ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ  8 

Lisa:  yes 9 

Jaqueline:  em my grandmother said that everyone is entitled to make one mistake 10 

and (.) I love her to bits but I just think (.) her use of saying that me being 11 

ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳǳƳ ƛǎ ŀ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ [ǳƪŜΩǎ ŀ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ όΦύ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ 12 

Lisa:  yes  13 

Jaqueline:  and you know (.) everyone is entitled to make one mistake and not more 14 

than one (.) well (Φύ ǎƻ [ǳƪŜΩǎ Ƴȅ one-night stand (.) ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ ƘŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ 15 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ ƘŀƘŀ  16 

Lisa:  yeah17 
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In this extract, WŀǉǳŜƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ΨƻƘ ǎƘŜΩǎ 

ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳǳƳ ƻƘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊΩ όƭƛƴŜ мύ Ψōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ όΦύ 

people automatically kind of look down on you for some reason likeΩ (lines 3,4) in 

JacqueƭƛƴŜΩǎ account her identity ΨǿƘƻ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜΩ (line 4) is positioned by others ǿƘƻ ΨŀǎǎǳƳŜ 

ǘƘŀǘ [ǳƪŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŀ one-night ǎǘŀƴŘΩ, ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ Ψƭƻƻƪ ŘƻǿƴΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ сΣтύ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ.  

Jaqueline mobilises talk of the irresponsible woman who became pregnant as a result of a 

one-night stand, and establishes her own respectability in terms of sexual behaviour - ΨƘŜ 

ǿŀǎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘΩ (line 12ύ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ όƭƛƴŜ мрύΦ   Lƴ addition, she distances herself from 

being uneducated, ΨLΩƳ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǿŜƭƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ όΦύ ŀƴŘ ŜƳ L ǿŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŎƭŜǾŜǊΩ όƭƛƴŜ нύΦ   

6.2 The neoliberal failure 

As discussed in Chapter 3, single mothers and, in particular, teenage mothers are 

constructed as lacking the skills to parent, as well as lacking ambition for themselves and 

their children (Duncan, et al., 2010).  Such women have also been stereotyped in the British 

ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀǎ Ψ/ƘŀǾǎΩ (Tyler, 2008).  Alldred and David (2010) argue that women who are welfare 

dependant, unmarried, and young are constructed as a neoliberal failure: irresponsible, 

uneducated, and unable or unwilling to participate in the world of work.  In this section, I 

will identify some of the ways of talking that exemplify aspects of the neoliberal failure 

discourse and then go on to show how respectability is negotiated in this context. This next 

extract is from Carly, the granddaughter in Family 7.   

Extract 13 (f 7 Group A  312-315)

Carly:  I ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ όΦύ ƭƛƪŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ όΦύ LΩƳ ƻƴŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ 1 

(.) but when you think of single mothers you think of bloody knackers with 2 
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the big clips in the heads (.) you know (.) and L ŀƳ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ōǳǘ LΩƳ 3 

ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ I think όΦύ LǘΩǎ not right (.) like4 

Carly, the granddaughter from Family 7, uses the phrase ΨōƭƻƻŘȅ ƪƴŀŎƪŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎ ŎƭƛǇǎ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘǎΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ н, 3) to indicate a social class positioning (Skeggs, 1997), with reference 

to a particular style of dress.  !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƪƴŀŎƪŜǊΩ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƭŀƴƎ ǿƻǊŘ ƛƴ LǊŜƭŀƴd for a 

member of the Traveller community, it is also used to denote someone who is poor and 

ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ƘŀǾΩ (Tyler, 2008) 

discussed in Chapter 2.  Carly acknowledges her dilemma of stake in this by identifying her 

ƻǿƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ мΣ оύ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ΨƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ όΦύ ƭƛƪŜΩ όƭƛƴŜ 

4), ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƪƴŀŎƪŜǊΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ 

in relation to single mothers. 

As has been discussed in Chapter 5, speakers are faced with a dilemma of stake when they 

orient their talk to counter a possibility of bias, by acknowledging that she herself might be 

constructed in this way.  This allows her to present her own talk of single motherhood as 

unbiased.  However, in the talk generated for this study, the dilemma of stake was that 

they were endorsing ideas which potentially positioned them in ways that were negative 

or not respectable.  The dilemma that they needed to negotiate, then, was that, whilst such 

ideas might be applied to them, they did not apply in their case.  The utilisation of 

sometimes strong ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ΨōƭƻƻŘȅ ƪƴŀŎƪŜǊǎΩ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ 

from a position that was most certainly not desirable. She takes up a positon as different 

to this kind of impoverished neoliberal failure. 

In the next two extracts from Family 3, Sheila is from the daughter generation and Annie is 

the grandmother.  Both of these women had a first child whilst unmarried and under the 
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age of 20.  They argue that, ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōƭŀƳŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎƛŜǎΣ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ 

young women are able to avoid pregnancy.   

Extract 14 (f3 group A  70-75) 

Sheila:  ǿŜƭƭ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ όΦύ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎŜǇǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ όΦύ 1 

what (.) like (.) any (.) every second person (.) has a child 2 

Annie:  yeah 3 

Sheila:  ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛǎ ƛǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƭƛƪŜ όΦύ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ όΦύ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƘŜȅ ƎŜǘ όΦύ 4 

ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƪŜ όΦύ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ όΦύ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǘƛƳŜ όΦύ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀǎ όΦύ 5 

yaknow talked about as much (.) contraceptives and everything 6 

Annie:  ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ȅŜŀƘ 7 

Sheila: L ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƻƴŜ όΦύ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ōǳƎƎȅ 8 

ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 9 

 

Sheila draws on discourses relating to the moral panic about the multitude of young single 

women, who are assumed to be having children - ΨŜǾŜǊȅ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ όΦύ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩ ΨŜǾŜǊȅ 

ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƻƴŜΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ нΣ уύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳǳƭǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƻŦ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ Ƴight be seen as 

imagined, since, as I have discussed in Chapter 4, the figures do not support this contention 

and are, in fact, reducing.  These imagined young women, Sheila argues, are having babies 

ŦƻǊ ΨǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƘŜȅ ƎŜǘΩ όƭƛƴŜ пύ, ΨǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩ όƭƛƴŜ 

9).  She positions the availability of contraception as either indicative of irresponsibility, or 

deliberately getting pregnant for social welfare (lines 1, 8) whilst at the same time resolving 

hŜǊ ƻǿƴ ŘƛƭŜƳƳŀ ƻŦ ǎǘŀƪŜ ōȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǘƛƳŜ όΦύ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀǎ όΦύ yaknow talked about 

as much (.) contraceptives and everythingΩ (line 1).  The grandmother in this family, Annie, 

made similar contrasts when I interviewed her individually.   
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Extract 15 (f3G 67-73) 

Annie:  ōǳǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ 1 

ƴƻǿ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ όΦύ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ όΦύ L ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 2 

ŘƻƴΩǘ (.) dyknow (.) I just think they need to be (.) led to go back to what 3 

όΦύ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ  ȅƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǇƭŜƴǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ 4 

there now for (.) dyknow I definitely think (.) you know (.) ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ 5 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ όΦύ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƴƻǿ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ 6 

nothing (.) what was there for us only sit in and rear the children there 7 

was another one eleven months later (.) that kind of thing (.) and then the 8 

ƴŜȄǘ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛǘ ǿŜƴǘ ȅŜŀƘ  9 

 

Annie contrasts herself with the girls who deliberately get pregnant for welfare and 

housing.  She argues that they have too many benefits (lines 1, 2) and do not take up 

opportunities that are available to them (line 4).  She contrasts this against her own lack of 

opportunity (lines 5, 6) and the constant pregnancy associated with lack of availability of 

contraception (line 7, 8).  She does not take up a position as a neoliberal failure herself, 

because she did not refuse to participate; she was excluded at a time when current facilities 

for family planning and education were not available.  In these extracts, the neoliberal 

failure is constructed as ΨƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘΩ όƭƛƴŜ мύΦ   ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŀƛǎŜǎ ŀƴ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛƭŜƳƳŀ 

relating to the financial benefits of living on welfare.  The women argue that welfare 

payments are so attractive that they are preferable to obtaining work.  This is despite the 

data discussed in Chapter 4, that one parent families had the highest rate of consistent 

poverty of any household type, in 2015, at 26.2%, and that this was an increase from 25% 

in 2014 (S.I.L.C, 2015).  In the following extract, Marie, the middle generation in the group, 
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talks about her own pregnancy at the age of 16.  Cait is her mother, the grandmother in the 

family. 

Extract 16 (f4 Group B 77-280) 

Marie:  ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŀōƛŜǎ ŀǘ ǎƛȄǘŜŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴ  1 

Cait:   yeah  2 

Marie: tis the thing to do like   3 

Cait:  it seems to be  4 

Marie: sure I remember when I found out I was pregnant (.) with Sarah (.) the 5 

rumour that was going around here was that I was only doing it to be like 6 

my sister  7 

Cait:  mm 8 

Marie: Řȅƪƴƻǿ όΦύ ōǳǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ όΦύ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŜƳ ƴƻǿ 9 

L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ όΦύ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘ to get the one parent family 10 

ƛƴŎƻƳŜ όΦύ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƻǊ ƛǘ ƘŜƭǇǎ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ōǳǘ όΦύ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ 11 

thing is with the one parent family income is you can work but I think 12 

ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ 13 

Once again, Marie begins this extract drawing on the argument that young women are Ψŀƭƭ 

ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŀōƛŜǎ ŀǘ ǎƛȄǘŜŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴΩ όƭƛƴŜ мύΦ  {ƘŜ ŘǊŀǿs upon the 

ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƎŀȊŜ ōȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ΨǊǳƳƻǳǊΩ όline 6) had circulated that she wanted to be like 

her sister, who had also had a child as a teenager (line 6).  She does not refute this directly, 

ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨL ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΩ όƭƛƴŜ уύΦ This 

either leaves open the possibility that she did get pregnant to emulate her sister, but more 

likely is a way of dismissing the rumour as the kind of thing that imagined others say, and 

thus not worthy of refutation.   Marie then goes on to position these imagined 16 year olds 
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of ΨƴƻǿΩ όƭƛƴŜ мύ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ Ψŀƭƭ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŀōƛŜǎΩ ŀǎ ΨŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ 

family ƛƴŎƻƳŜΩ όƭƛƴŜ фύΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ an ideological dilemma in this claim, Ψƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƻǊ 

it ƘŜƭǇǎ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΩ όƭƛƴŜ млύΦ  ²ŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘǳǎ Ǉositioned as desirable to 

other single mothers, but not sufficient to meet her own needs.   She is faced with the 

problem that she is criticising women on welfare whilst she herself is on welfare, by arguing 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ΨǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǿƛǘƘ the one parent family income is you can work 

όΦύ ōǳǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ мм-13).   This is a complex set of claims, which seems 

to say that it is reasonable to be expected to work, or perhaps implies that her welfare 

dependence is different ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŀōƛŜǎ ŀǘ 

ǎƛȄǘŜŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴΩ όƭƛƴŜ мύ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎΦ  {ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ, however, resolve the 

issue of her own welfare dependence.   

In this next extract, Jaqueline attempts to resolve this dilemma of criticising lone parents 

on welfare whilst being a lone parent on welfare herself, with reference to the assumed 

dishonesty of some single mothers. 

 

Extract 17 (f5 group B 307-314) 

Jacqueline:  you know you have the story of lone parents and they have their 1 

ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎ ƭƻƴŜ 2 

parents (.) I mean that gives lone parents a terrible name for doing that 3 

ŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ŀƴ ŀǿŦǳƭ ƭƻǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŎƭŀƳǇƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳ 4 

(.)  but ƛǘΩǎ just a lot a lot of preconceptions that people have of lone 5 

parents are based on things that they have heard (.) or based on things 6 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘ Řȅƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƳŜŜǘ ƳŜ όΦύ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƪŜǿƛǎŜ LΩǾŜ 7 
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spoken to other lone parents (.) when people meet me and they find that 8 

LΩƳ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜ ƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ 9 

ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ ŀ ƭƻƴŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƪƛƴŘ of shocked because 10 

(.)  L ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇŜ  11 

 

Jaqueline justifies her welfare payment by positioning herself as not like ΨƭƻƴŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ м, 2).  These women are positioned as 

ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ΨƭƻƴŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ƴŀƳŜΩΦ This extract is a nice example of the ways in which 

Billig (1991) theorises the rhetorical orientation of talk to potential arguments that might 

be made.  WŀǉǳŜƭƛƴŜΩǎ talk also appears to draw on what Breen and Devereux (2003) 

describe as discourses of the undeserving poor. She contrasts this with her own 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ΨŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜΩ όƭƛƴŜ уύ and such a good mother that other lone 

parents are ΨǎƘƻŎƪŜŘΩ όƭƛƴŜ мл) to discover that she is a lone parent too.   

This take-up of the position of good mother like any other was the primary way in which 

the women in this study managed to distance themselves from the subject position of the 

neoliberal failure.  This is explored further in the next section. 

This section will conclude with an extract which will be used to draw out the kind of single 

mother that the women in this study constructed but also were at pains to distance 

themselves from, in terms of their own identities.   This extract is from the daughter in 

Family 2, Siobhan, who became pregnant at the age of 18, married the father of her child, 

and went on to have a further four children with him, later returning to college as a mature 

student and completing a degree.   
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Extract 18 (f2 S 497-550)

Siobhan:  do you know (.) like I (.) another girl as well (.) she is single and she had six 1 

kids (.) but highly intelligent 2 

Lisa:  and does anybody say anything about her 3 

Siobhan:  oh sure she is ostracised (.) the poor  4 

Lisa:  is she 5 

Siobhan: sƘŜ ƛǎ όΦύ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ōŜ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘŜŘ όΦύ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ōŜ όΦύ even though she has brains 6 

to burn you know (.) and again I am as bad because I will always speak to 7 

her because I met her in school and we were at school together  8 

Lisa:  okay 9 

Siobhan: tƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ όΦύ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ όΦύ what 10 

would you go and get a job for (.) because you would end up with less and 11 

whatever(.) again(.)LǘΩǎ sad because she was such an intelligent girl (.) now 12 

the attitude then of a lot of people is (.) ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘ ŘŜ tŀǳƭ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ 13 

ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ her (Φύ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ōǳǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ 14 

work (.) and the attitude and it would be said (Φύ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƴ ŀǿŦǳƭ ǘhing to say 15 

(.) would be that (.) well if she was out working all day (.) she ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ 16 

making babies at night time  17 

Lisa:  and she has no partner at all 18 

Siobhan:  no (.) they are all different partners (.) all different fathers to the children  19 

 

In this quite lengthy extract, Siobhan constructs a version of the neoliberal failure who is 

nothing like herself.  This woman has elements of the welfare queen stereotype about her.  

{ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘǳƴƴŜŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ΨƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴǘΩ όƭƛƴŜ нύ ΨōǊŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ ōǳǊƴΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ 
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6, 7ύ ΨǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴǘ ƎƛǊƭΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ мнΣ моύ.  Whilst such a characterisation is complimentary, 

it also positions the woman as having failed to utilise her talents and the resources available 

to her to obtain work.  She is positioned as the undeserving poor (Breen and Devereux, 

2003).  Welfare is argued as being ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛƴ {ƛƻōƘŀƴΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

you get a job for (.) because you would end up ǿƛǘƘ ƭŜǎǎΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ млΣ ммύΦ  Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ, the 

woman is ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŎƘŀǊƛǘŀōƭŜ Řƻƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ψ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘ ŘŜ tŀǳƭΩ όƭƛƴŜ моύΦ  Availability of 

welfare is argued to be a problem in this extract, ΨǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ όΦύ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ όΦύ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ŀ Ƨƻō ŦƻǊ όΦύ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊΩ όƭƛƴŜ млύ, causing a cycle of intergenerational welfare 

dependence.   LŦ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǎƘŜ ΨŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ōŀōƛŜǎ ŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ 

16, 17).  Her children are also ΨƴŜƎƭŜŎǘŜŘΩ όƭƛƴŜ сύΦ  {ƘŜ ƛǎ ǘƘǳǎ ŀ ōŀŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΦ   

In addition, ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ lack a father in their lives Ψŀƭƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŀǊǘƴers (.) all 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩ όƭƛƴŜ мф).  Indeed, having children by all different fathers 

was constructed across the data as something to be avoided as evidence of a kind of 

sexually stigmatized woman.   Siobhan excludes herself from being critical or judgemental 

of this woman who Ψƛǎ ƻǎǘǊŀŎƛǎŜŘΩ by saying ΨŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ L ŀƳ ŀǎ ōŀŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ 

speak to herΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ тΣ уύΦ  {ƘŜ ǘƘǳǎ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǳǇ a subject position as someone who is 

compassionate, unlike those who ostracise the woman.  Also, it is clear that she argues that 

she is not like this woman at all. The woman that Siobhan constructs might usefully be 

regarded as the kind of exemplar identified by Inglis (2002) in his discussion of the Kerry 

babies case, who steps outside the boundaries of accepted female behaviour and is 

shunned as a result.   
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6.3 The good mother like any other 

As discussed in Chapter 2, a good mother has been constructed as someone with almost 

superhuman powers.  She is self-sacrificing, attentive to her ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ, and essential 

to the wellbeing of her children (Rich, 1977; Kennedy, 2004; O'Reilly, 2010).  In addition, 

the popularity of attachment parenting means that increasing demands are being made on 

parents, and in the main mothers (Ermann, et al., 2014).  In this section, I am presenting an 

argument that the women in this study took up identities as good mothers because this is 

a way of working up an acceptable identity, which manages the trouble that arises from 

the intersection of discourses of being unmarried and welfare dependent and thus, 

potentially subject to being positioned by the sexually stigmatised woman discourse and/or 

the neoliberal failure discourse.  As I discussed in Chapter 2, this for Rose (2008) is where 

agency is apparent, in the discourses that are mobilised when working up identities.  In 

taking up a position as a good mother, these women are positioning themselves as 

untroubled subjects.  They are like any other mother.  The good mother position was 

worked up frequently by women in this study.  The following extract is from Margaret, the 

grandmother in Family 2.   

Extract 19 (f2 G 35-39)

Margaret: ƴƻǿ όΦύ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ όΦύ {ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƘŀƭŦ όΦύ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ 1 

a half (.) two and a half (.) four and a half (.) because Julie went to the 2 

school when she was able to and she had all her prayers and things by the 3 

time she did go to school because I had done (.) but I love kids and I love 4 

family like (.) I love cooking (.) I love looking after them 5 
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In this extract, Margaret takes up a subject position of a mother who is fulfilled by 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ΨL ƭƻǾŜ ƪƛŘǎ ŀƴŘ L ƭƻǾŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭƛƪŜ όΦύ L ƭƻǾŜ ŎƻƻƪƛƴƎ όΦύ L ƭƻǾŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƳΩ 

(lines 4, 6). She constructs a version of mothering three preschool children as one in which 

she had fulfilled her role as a primary educator of her children - ΨWǳƭƛŜ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

when she was able to and she had all her prayers and things by the time she did go to school 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƘŀŘ ŘƻƴŜΩ όƭƛƴŜs 3,4).  This account is similar in style to the construction in the 

Irish Constitution of a woman whoΣ Ψby her life within the home, woman gives to the State 

ŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎƻƻŘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘΩ ό/ƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΣ 

1937).  She constructs herself as willingly and with love looking after her children.  She 

follows this statement about what she had done to prepare her child with the statement 

about how much she loved it all.  Her identification of prayers as an important part of her 

mothering role indicate that the pastoral power of the church (Foucault, 1982) is still in 

evidence in her talk.  Margaret, then, positions herself as someone who was naturally 

suited to the role of mothering and fulfilled by it.  She also takes up some of the discourses 

of the state and the church to work up this identity.  The concept of intense love for children 

and enjoyment of mothering was repeated across the data.  Here, Erín, the middle 

generation of Family 6 talks about her immediate love for her children when they were 

born. 

Extract 20 (f6 Group B  45-48) 

Erín:  And our 3 children and I can honestly say (.) the moment I met my children 1 

(.) the minute I held them (.) they are the three things that I have in my 2 

head as being the most precious things in my life (.) So even at 16 (.) and 3 

I would have had 36 stitches (.)  I was torn on the inside 4 






















































































































































































































































































