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Abstract

This thesis explores the negotiations of motherhood identity of four Pakeha

New Zealand mothers. During unstructured group interviews the four women

were asked to talk about their experiences as mothers and the

representations of motherhood they encountered in popular culture. Rather

than focus on media texts, the research was designed to explore the

embeddedness of media reception in these mother's everyday lives. The

death of Princess Diana part way through the research process provided an

illuminating example of the differences between discussions of media texts

and those of everyday mothering practices. Three sites of analysis were

examined - the embodied experience of pregnancy, birth and breastfeeding;

the home and family; and the institutional encounters these four women

described. The women engaged in a complex and contradictory process of

constructing their identities as mothers against the powerful regulatory

processes of the Good Mother discourse identified in the media and

throughout the culture. Identity construction involved both compliance and

resistance to the Good Mother discourse, often requiring a careful positioning

of each woman as a Good Mother in relation to other mothers. The

disjuncture between the ideological representations of motherhood and the

lived daily practices of mothering produced resistance, most clearly in the

shape of rejecting the Idealised Nuclear Family by choosing to mother alone

rather than remaining in unhappy relationships. Powerful constructions of

childhood remained largely unquestioned,however, creating a motherhood

workload that was exhausting and marked by feelings of guilt and anxiety.

The increasingly unstable and contested nature of family life in New Zealand

today brings with it the possibility of new definitions of motherhood, family and

childhood that may allow mothers like these to construct new meanings of the

Good Mother that more closely reflect their own lives.
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many, the first step towards changing motherhood is to deconstruct taken-for

granted meanings of motherhood and it is in the realm of surrogacy and

reproductive technology that the most radical deconstruction of these

meanings is taking place. Diane Richardson (1993) highlights the close

association between childrearing and childbearing in Western society. She

sees the potential for surrogacy - where one woman bears a child, while

another will fulfil the roles of mother - to challenge this association, and

"thereby threatens those structures, both social and psychological, which

ensure that it is women and not men who have primary responsibility for

childcare" (96). In this way, Richardson argues, surrogacy has the potential to

challenge traditional views of motherhood and family. Others, however, would

argue that, as long as women have to rely on the legal profession for access

to surrogacy or conservative, male-dominated, medical institutions to gain

access to reproductive technologies, there is little hope for radical changes to

traditional notions of socially appropriate mothering.

While these debates continue, one thing that seems certain is that new

reproductive technologies and surrogacy make it more difficult to pin down

exactly who 'mother' is, and thus do present challenges to traditional notions

of 'natural' motherhood. Similarly, increasing numbers of reconstituted

families, sometime including children from several previous relationships, also

serve to blur the distinctions between 'natural' and non-biological mothering.

At the same time this may place increasing pressure on women to take

responsibility for children within complex and relatively fluid family

arrangements - adding yet another dimension to an already exhausting

regimen of childcare, domestic labour and paid employment (Fleming, 1999).

There is also little in these new family arrangements or reproductive

technologies that directly challenge the "privileged position of heterosexuality

as the only socially and legally valid foundation for family life" (Richardson,

1993; 99). It seems clear that, from the radical and utopian critiques of

motherhood and family structures of the 1960s to the in-depth studies of












































































































































































































































































































































































































