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Abstract 

 

Background/Context: Upward mobility has been tied to racialization of identity in the 

U.S. since its inception. According to Thandeka, for white people, social class is race, 

and the way to become “whiter” was (and is) through upward mobility. This narrative of 

upward mobility is perpetrated in part through normalizing cultural discourses, in which 

upward mobility is constructed as smooth and leading to unquestionably desirable 

outcomes. These discourses also hold particular interest for mothers in the U.S., who are 

often in the position of imagining and helping to create the future trajectories of their 

children. 

Focus of the Study: This study was an inquiry of the ways in which white mothers from 

working class backgrounds narrated their experiences with upward mobility. I was 

interested in the ways in which normalizing cultural narratives of upward mobility may 

infiltrate the narratives the participants took up in their daily lives. In addition, I was 

interested in the ways in which these narrations influenced their identities in the 

culturally constructed role of “mother,” as a feature of idealized white femininity.  

Research Design: Through the use of the arts-based methodology of dramatization and 

post-intentional phenomenological interview methods, I produced a script based on the 

narratives of three focal participants. This script was also used in the analysis process, to 

illuminate the ways in which the narratives of the mothers in the study contained 

moments of both adherence to normalizing cultural discourses and ruptures with those 

normalizing discourses. 

Conclusions: The narratives of the participants in this study revealed complicated stories 

of upward mobility that did not match the smooth trajectory of the American Dream. The 

ways in which the narratives of the participants differed from the normalizing narratives 

of upward mobility varied, depending on personal experience. The narratives contained 

multiple stories of tension and loss, creating three portraits of conflicted identity.   
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“…for motherhood is a career in conformity from which no amount of subterfuge can 

liberate the soul without violence….” 

 

 ~Rachel Cusk, A Life’s Work: On Becoming a Mother 

 

 

 

 

“I do think that women could make politics irrelevant, by a kind of spontaneous 

cooperative action, the like of which we have never seen, which so far from people's 

ideas of state structure and viable social structure, that seems to them like total anarchy, 

and what it really is, is very subtle forms of interrelation, which do not follow a sort of 

hierarchical pattern, which is fundamentally patriarchal.”  

 

 ~Germaine Greer, from Universal Mother, by Sinead O’Connor 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

 Becoming a mother has changed me. The way I have made sense of this change is 

in part related to the change in my material existence, but also through the taking on of 

the social role of mother. My perception of this change is that it has taken multiple forms 

and has been both good and not so good. In many ways, I (think I) became more selfless, 

seeing things from multiple perspectives and thinking in a much more long-term way. I 

discovered what it is to be more openly loving, having learned that love is not something 

that exists in limited quantities, but can expand outward to the unknowable reaches of my 

imagination, as I conjure the places my children might someday go. I became more aware 

of time passing, more “present,” and more grateful. I was frequently filled with a sort of 

simple wonder at the world, as I saw things anew through the eyes of my children. Even 

as I learned (again) to value the seemingly unremarkable moments in life, I became 

concerned about the world and its goings-on in a deeper way. 

 There were, however, other changes that were more unsettling. I became afraid of 

things I had never feared before I became a mother. I was less comfortable with risk, and 

more interested in “security,” a concept I had previously dismissed as meaningless and 

dangerous in an insecure world. Instead of seeing my life as something that I could shape 

and mold to my own liking, I began to feel the pressure of creating stability for the little 

lives I had brought into the world. It produced a moment of crisis—an “identity crisis,” if 

you will. It was a moment of cognitive dissonance that I did not see coming, having 

anticipated most of my life that I would someday step into the role of mother. 
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 It is with the juxtaposition of these feelings in mind, then, that I chose the quotes 

with which I open this dissertation. I have felt a sense of conformity since becoming a 

mother unlike any other I have experienced in my life. I have also felt moved to act in the 

world in ways that were new to me; some might say political ways, since I have become a 

mother. This juxtaposition of feelings has at times produced tensions in me, and these 

tensions were part of what drove me to undertake this study. 

 

Background of the Problem 

 When my eldest son started preschool, and our intimate and cozy world expanded 

to include more social realms, my feelings about myself as a mother became even more 

complicated. I began to notice a subtle shift in my perceptions about myself as a mother, 

in part because I felt compelled to compare myself to these other mothers I was meeting 

at the school. As I talked with them, I realized that our conversations were a way of 

putting our mothering practices under scrutiny. These conversations left me wondering if 

I should be enrolling my son in more activities, buying his clothes from certain stores, 

even getting his haircut at particular places. None of this had ever mattered to me before, 

in fact my previous, childless self would have scoffed at such wonderings, and yet these 

topics dominated the conversation every morning as we waited for the doors of the 

preschool classroom to open.  

 I came to dread these conversations. Walking the few short blocks to school with 

my son was always an opportunity for the two of us to engage in exploratory delight and 

meandering conversation. Each day brought new discovery, no matter how small, as we 
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wended our way through our city neighborhood, across one busy street, past the house 

with the barking dog, and finally around the corner to the school. The sight of the school 

across the parking lot caused me to take a deep breath, as a pit formed in my stomach, 

knowing as I did that I would soon be submitting myself to the continued self-scrutiny of 

endless comparison.  

 As these conversations continued, it started to become clear to me that the 

preoccupations of those of us waiting with our children were very tied up with notions of 

cultural norms, class, and upward mobility. Much of the talk was centered on attaining 

things for our children, such as educational and enrichment opportunities (schools and 

activities) and the right clothing (usually expensive but “socially conscious” brands). 

There was another strain of conversation that centered on where families lived, whether 

they lived in the “right” kind of houses (single-family homes) that were in the “right” 

neighborhoods (middle to upper-middle class). The neighborhood in which the school 

was situated is an urban area, in St. Paul, MN, near the border of the first-ring suburb of 

Roseville, whose residents run the gamut from working poor to middle class. All of it 

seemed to be aimed at assessing our own and each other’s current class affiliations, our 

adherence (or lack thereof) to cultural norms, and our ability to create upward mobility 

for our children.   

 As I reflected back on this time in my life, and in thinking about my life as a 

mother since then, I began to wonder why it was that I reacted the way that I did. What 

was it about becoming a mother that caused me to go “off script” in my own life and to 
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take up new (old) scripts about what it is to be a good mother? And from where do these 

scripts, that seem to be handed down and passed between mothers, come? 

 The appeal of norms can be strong for mothers, I think, for a few reasons. One, 

becoming a mother is an act that one cannot prepare for in any meaningful way ahead of 

time. One day you are not a mother, and the next day you are. One can read about this 

experience, talk to others, seek advice and guidance from friends, family and “experts”; 

and yet, one cannot truly know the burden and joy of having another being who is 

dependent on you for their very survival. Another reason that norms can be useful is for 

those of us who may have had somewhat tumultuous upbringings, leading us to question 

our own ability to create safe and healthy environments for our children. This is no small 

concern for new mothers, and one that I take care not to dismiss.  

 This was certainly the case for me. I grew up in a working class home, sometimes 

on the brink of poverty, with parents who were not terribly interested in cultural norms. 

They divorced when I was fifteen, leaving me with a further sense of instability. It is for 

these reasons that I think I was susceptible to the normalizing stories and narratives of 

motherhood.  

 I have long been interested in the stories we tell as a culture in the U.S.: who gets 

to tell them, and whose voices are included and excluded. I studied theatre for many 

years and have been a practitioner of theatre in some form or another for my entire adult 

life. As I continued in this work, I became increasingly frustrated with the fact that many 

of the stories being told in the mediums of stage and film were from relatively narrow 

perspectives, and I became somewhat obsessed with why and how this could happen. 
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Now, as a mother, this long-time curiosity was trained on the cultural stories of 

motherhood in the U.S. 

 This questioning led me to this study. Of course, there are countless books, 

magazines, visual and digital forms of media that address motherhood. But it seemed to 

me also that embedded in these various forms was a kind of story or narrative of what it 

means to be a “good mom.” In other words, the books, magazines, etc., were merely the 

media for delivering the message that was both subtle and strong. Thus began my 

theorizing about narratives of motherhood.  

 While I did have the strong hunch that there was a kind of dominant cultural 

narrative about being a good mother that went beyond the sort of “best practices” notions 

present in much of the popular literature around motherhood, I did not encounter the term 

“dominant discourse” until I began my doctoral studies. I heard this phrase in the first 

class of my first year in the program, and it set me on a course of investigating in what 

ways this dominant discourse might be related to motherhood in the U.S., in what 

particular ways it is produced, and in what ways mothers might respond to it. I was 

worried, however, that my work might be read as blaming mothers for their responses to 

this dominant discourse, something in which I have no interest in doing. Nor am I 

seeking to make specific claims about the influence of mothers in the lives of their 

children, although this dissertation rests on the assumption that children learn from their 

mothers. Exactly what and how they learn from them are questions for another study. 

Instead, I wanted to delve more deeply into the questions of the particular messages 

mothers hear and must make sense of, and to what extent they are conforming to or 
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resisting this discourse. In reading Michel Foucault and other scholars who took up his 

theorizing on discourse, I began to find the threads that I believed would lead me to ways 

to find (at least partial) answers to my questions.  

 Also during my time as a doctoral student, I began to see the ways in which social 

class had operated in my own life. I grew up in a small town in rural Minnesota, in social 

class conditions that, as stated above, in economic terms, I would call working class (and 

sometimes working poor); although in terms of education and what Pierre Bourdieu 

(2011) might call “cultural capital,” in many ways we were more middle class. This 

assessment reflects the complicated nature of social class construction in the U.S., and the 

notion that it is certainly very much context-dependent.   

 This brings me to another significant aspect of this study: the way I am 

conceptualizing social class. In the paragraph above, I am thinking of social class in a 

fairly typical way, mainly in relation to a sort of categorical machinery that sorts people 

into distinct segments of society on the basis of economic factors. Another way of 

conceptualizing social class that became important for this study, however, is as a sort of 

process through which we all become classed bodies (Jones & Vagle, 2013). In this 

conceptualization, social class is not a stable category into which bodies can be sorted, 

but rather a process through which a certain kind of classed experience is conferred on 

and through bodies.  

 It is in this latter conceptualization of social class as process that the notion of 

upward mobility becomes significant and is influential in this study. I was driven by 

questions related to the ways in which one experiences a shift in social class, particularly 
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when one has already been classed as a working class body and then begins to experience 

life within a different (“higher”) social class status. This is not to say that I placed 

particular significance on the study of bodies, merely that this conceptualization of social 

class as being in and on bodies informed my thinking about upward mobility as an 

embodied experience. As such, the ways in which this embodied experience shapes 

identity is one important aspect of this study. This process of embodying social class 

status is directly related to the social construction of white, racialized identity in U.S. 

culture, and as such, could not be ignored; which means that this is another element of the 

study in this dissertation. I want to emphasize that this work is not intended to be 

generalized across the experience of all mothers; rather, it is particular to the experiences 

of the mothers found in this study.  

 In addition, my interest in social class and identity has also led me to the work of 

critical whiteness studies scholars and the ways in which class operates as a force in the 

social construction of white identity in U.S. culture. This work has influenced my 

thinking in at least two important ways. One, I can no longer think of class and race 

separately in U.S. culture (or at least, I have a hard time doing so). This is not to say that I 

equate race and class, more that I cannot help but think about how the two function 

together to create racialized identity in the U.S. This is mainly due to the work of scholars 

such as Katerina Deliovsky, (2010), Thandeka, (2007), and David Roediger (1999), who 

each write about the ways in which class is tied to racialized identity in U.S. culture in 

different but complementary ways. Roediger (1999) writes about the historical and 

political significance of creating racialized social class categories among early 
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immigrants to the U.S., and how these categories operated to construct a hierarchy of 

race, with whiteness as the pinnacle. Thandeka (2007) echoes Roediger in some of her 

writing about the ways in which racial categories came into being in early U.S. culture, 

but also adds a psychological element in terms of the ways that social class became a 

kind of aspirational goal related to racial hierarchies in U.S. culture that has been 

important to my thinking about upward mobility. Deliovsky (2010) has undertaken a 

critical examination of white femininity in North American culture and the ways in which 

social class operates to create identity related to white women. One aspect of white 

femininity that Deliovsky writes about in her work is the social construction of 

motherhood, and the ways in which this role operates as both a way of reinforcing 

patriarchy, but is itself a patriarchal construction. It is in this link between white 

femininity and motherhood that I see whiteness as normalization as significant to the 

experience of mothers. 

 Ladelle McWhorter (2005) writes of whiteness as normalization, and her piece 

partially entitled, Where do white people come from? became an important part of the 

underlying assumption of this work. McWhorter is interested in thinking about discourse 

as normalization and as a major mechanism in systemic racism. McWhorter’s work 

helped me clarify my own thinking with regard to the way that this normalization through 

discourse operates on people, which, as I said, relates to a major underlying assumption 

of this work: Namely, that story is the link between discourse and psychology. I base this 

assumption in part of my own experience, and in part of the work of Timothy D. Wilson 

(2009), who writes of the importance of narrative to one’s psychological understanding 
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of the self. Wilson claims that we come to know ourselves best through the stories we tell 

to and of ourselves, rather than through direct examination of our experience. My 

assumption in undertaking this study was that larger cultural discourses would be found 

running through the narratives we tell ourselves, which in turn shape our understanding 

of ourselves.  

  My hope in undertaking this study was that there would be things to be gleaned 

from the way that the mothers in this study narrated their experiences. I hoped that they 

might illuminate the social construction of white, racialized, feminine identity through 

their stories that are shaped by normalizing, cultural discourse. I am interested in this not 

to valorize a certain kind of white identity or experience, but rather to look closely at the 

ways in which whiteness as a normalizing power operates on the bodies of white, socially 

classed mothers as a potential contribution to the relatively new study of the construction 

of white femininity. I do this for a number of reasons, including the following: I identify 

as a mother who would qualify as a participant in this study; as a white researcher, I am 

purposely turning the gaze of inquiry on the experiences of members of my own 

community (Anzaldua, 1987; hooks, 1982), rather than re-enacting colonizing research 

practices; and I seek glimmers of resistance to the dominant discourse of whiteness, in an 

attempt to foster antiracist work (McWhorter, 2005), and to “study up” within the system 

of white supremacy in the U.S. My highest hope is that this work might be some small 

contribution to the critical study of white femininity, which such luminaries as Ruth 

Frankenberg (1993) and Katerina Deliovsky (2010) have taken up before me. 
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Statement of the Problem 

 In U.S. culture, there exists a strong discourse of what it means to be a citizen in 

“a nation of immigrants” that has, from our earliest days as a country, been bound up 

with notions of race and class (Roediger, 1999; Thandeka, 2000). Embedded in these 

narratives is the notion of “upward mobility” as a cultural norm. This discourse has taken 

shape in stories that have been depicted in early cultural representations in the U.S., to 

narratives in the media and elsewhere in this present neo-liberal moment, as one that 

reifies and valorizes a particular identity that is aligned with the values of white, 

patriarchal, hetero-normativity (Foster, 2003; Thandeka, 2000). It is in this reading of 

upward mobility as linked to whiteness and as a project of neo-liberalism that I am 

situating my inquiry of motherhood and upward mobility narratives. 

 Foucaultian notions of the ideal citizen are also relevant, particularly with regard 

to normalization as a function of biopwer and bio-politics (Foucault & Ewald, 2003). 

Additionally, there is a body of work that examines the role of mothers in U.S. society 

and the ways that maternal aspirations for children have been harnessed and co-opted in 

the creation of citizenship in the U.S. This is important to note, given that families, and 

mothers in particular, are a site of mediation between society at large and individual 

subjects (Barry, Osborne & Rose, 1996; Danaher, Schirato & Webb, 2000; Donzelot, 

1979; Rose, 1999).  

 Furthermore, the social construction of “motherhood” in the U.S. is a profoundly 

gendered identity, constructed in such a way to support white, patriarchal, hetero-

normative capitalist structures, making it the essential conduit between the normative 
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discourses of U.S. citizenship identity and the shaping of individual subjects into ideal 

citizens (Donzelot, 1979; Deliovsky, 2010; Leite, 2013; McRobbie, 2013;). In their 

multiple roles of caregivers, creators of future citizens, and keepers of social norms, 

mothers are simultaneously and variously positioned as problematic barriers to those 

outside the family, idealized maternal figures, and surrogates of the state (Donzelot, 

1979; Deliovsky, 2010; Leite, 2013; McRobbie, 2013). Much is assumed about 

motherhood in general, as well as mothers of particular backgrounds, specifically with 

regard to race, socio-economic status, and citizenship status (Jones, 2006; Lareau, 2000). 

What is often missing from dominant discourses on motherhood in the U.S. are the 

narratives of the mothers themselves, particularly with regard to the stories that influence 

them in terms of their own identity as mothers, and in relation to their understanding of 

their identity in contemporary U.S. culture.1  

 

Justification 

 My rationale for choosing to study the narratives that white mothers from working 

class backgrounds construct in relation to their experiences with upward mobility is 

related to three major realms: the realm of better understanding the ways that white 

mothers of working class backgrounds make sense of their own experience; the realm of 

educational settings, such as Early Childhood and Family Education (ECFE) settings, in 

                                                
1 From Foucault, quoted in O’Ferrell (2005): “Culture being understood here in the 
widest sense, not only of the productions of works of art, but also of political institutions, 
forms of social life, prohibitions and diverse constraints.”  
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which parent education (usually involving mothers) takes place; and the realm of my own 

antiracist work. 

 In the first realm, that of greater understanding of white mothers from working 

class backgrounds, I see this as related to the construction of white femininity 

(Deliovsky, 2010), and the ability to hear from the mothers themselves the sense they are 

making of upward mobility in their own lives. Given that upward mobility and social 

class are fundamental elements of the construction of white identity in general, and have 

particular significance in terms of white femininity (Deliovsky, 2010), my hope is that 

this research will add to the theorizing about the lived experience of the construction of 

white femininity. 

 In the second realm, related to educational settings with more formal curricula, 

given the study’s approach to whiteness as a force for normalization, this research would 

seem to have important implications for anyone working with white or non-white 

mothers in these settings. In my own experience as a budding parent educator and student 

teacher, I co-taught in several parent education classrooms over the course of about six 

months, and during that time, I observed many mothers of color join the predominantly 

white classes only to silently withdraw within a few weeks. This also occurred on more 

than one occasion with mothers from working class backgrounds. This happened 

repeatedly, in spite of the lead teachers’ attempts to deliberately enact inclusive teaching 

practices. Each time this happened, the teachers with whom I worked expressed 

confusion and frustration over the fact that this was such a common occurrence amongst 

mothers of color and other mothers who might identify as other than middle or upper 
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middle class. Therefore, it seems that a better understanding of the ways in which the 

normalizing discourse of whiteness operates in and amongst white mothers could offer 

insight to those who work with mothers from various backgrounds. 

 And finally, I see this dissertation as one element of my antiracist work, which 

has been mainly centered on a body of writing that I have been working on in the last few 

years as a doctoral student and candidate. I situate this writing as part of a larger project, 

which is largely interested in answering the call for white people to try and address the 

problem of racism. In the words of bell hooks, in what is referred to by Katerina 

Deliovsky (2010) as “a much quoted phrase”: 

  

  One change in direction that would be real cool would be the production  

  of a discourse on race that interrogates whiteness. It would be just so  

  interesting for all those white folks who are giving blacks their take on  

  blackness to let them know what’s going on with whiteness. (bell hooks,  

  1990, p.54) 

 

 In addition, I am interested in, as Timothy J. Lensmire (2014) put it, “alternative, critical 

renderings of Whiteness and White racial identity…because past conceptions have 

undermined, rather than strengthened, antiracist efforts” (p. 5). Most of the other writing 

with which I have engaged in this vein has been in relation to the construction of identity 

and the norms surrounding white, female teachers. I see these bodies of work as related in 

that motherhood offers a unique perspective on the construction of identity, mothers are 
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themselves students of many teachers (both formally and informally), and last but not 

least, mothers are the first teachers to their own students, their children. 

 
My Approach 

 Having found a number of theorists whose work spoke to me regarding dominant 

discourse of motherhood (Barry, Osborne & Rose, 1996; Danaher, Schirato & Webb, 

2000; Donzelot, 1979; Rose, 1999) and becoming socially-classed as a process of the 

social construction of a white, racialized identity (Deliovsky, 2010; Thandeka, 2007; 

Roediger, 1999), I then had to decide how to go about assembling a dissertation that 

encompassed my concerns. I thought about an auto-ethnographic study of my own 

experience, or an empirical review of various forms of curricula related to “mothering,” 

but eventually decided that I wanted to know if other mothers experienced the same (or 

similar) kinds of things that I did in relation to the dominant discourse of motherhood. I 

also wanted to question some of the assumptions embedded within the dominant 

discourse, particularly with regard to “upward mobility.” 

 The notion of upward mobility is often constructed as a change in social class 

status related to increased material wealth or increased access to financial capital. This is 

not, however, the only way of constructing an understanding of upward mobility. Pierre 

Bourdieu (2011), for example, wrote about other forms of capital, such as social and 

cultural capital, that allow for an upward trajectory in the sphere of social class. Bourdieu 

claims that these additional forms of capital constitute a type of knowledge that can allow 

for a similar climb up the social ladder as that of financial capital. There are moments in 

this work that these other conceptualizations of upward mobility are useful. 
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 As noted earlier in this chapter, notions of upward mobility have been present in 

narratives of progress in U.S. culture from its very earliest days. Each generation is 

expected to strive to do better than the last; and the “American Dream” is the promise 

that this upward trajectory is not only possible, but practically promised to those who 

work hard, play by the rules, and agree to uphold and adhere to the values of U.S. culture 

(which are also intimately linked to capitalism). Never mind that the playing field is far 

from level in this country, nor that there are numerous assumptions related to the values 

of capitalism embedded in this notion. My project was to explore whether and in what 

ways mothers from working class backgrounds felt this narrative to be related to their 

lives as mothers. In so doing, I interviewed eight white mothers from working class 

backgrounds about their experience with upward mobility with the intent of eliciting 

narrations of their experiences. From those eight participants, I chose three focal 

participants on whose narratives I focused in greater detail.  

 

Chapter Outlines  

 In Chapter Two of this work, I will bring together some of the pertinent literature 

that I used in helping me think about this problem. I did not conduct an exhaustive 

“review of the literature” in an attempt to “identify the gap” into which to fit my study for 

a number of reasons. Firstly, I do not position this work as a response to a gap in existing 

literature on the problem as much as a way of thinking about the problem in a different 

way and attempting to construct a study that enacts this intention. As such, it seemed 

important to instead look for theorists and works that would support the claims I make 
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about discourse, narrative, and the normalization of motherhood. In addition, this review 

includes the work of a number of theorists whose work I turned to only after having 

collected and begun analyzing my data. I found that once I had begun to write about my 

data as part of the analysis process, it became necessary to include other theorists whose 

work would help me understand the data and to help the reader understand my analysis 

process. Therefore, this chapter is conceived as a guide to help the reader more fully 

understand the rest of the dissertation.  

 In Chapter Three, I illustrate the process of the study itself, in the hope of 

allowing the reader to understand what it is I did in this study. In this chapter, I will 

explain the theoretical framework that helped me construct this study, and give details of 

the ways in which I enacted the study in relation to the theories and theorists upon whose 

work I relied. I will also describe the process of developing the questions that guided the 

study, the recruiting of participants, and details related to the choice of focal participants, 

whose stories I write about in greater detail. 

 Chapters Four, Five, and Six are devoted to data analysis. The analysis of the data 

happened in three stages, and each stage has its own chapter. In Chapter Four, I present 

the first stage of the analysis of the data, which is a set of themes and multiple readings of 

those themes related to upward mobility that emerged in the majority of the interviews.  

 Chapter Five is comprised mainly of the script produced through the 

dramatization process. This process was itself a tool for analysis through the act of 

constructing the characters and the script, and as such is the second stage of analysis. In 

addition, the script that was produced through this process became an important part of 
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the third stage of the analysis, which was a more detailed engagement with the stories of 

the three focal participants. 

 In Chapter Six, which contains the third stage of the analysis, I engaged with text 

of the three focal participants to find moments in these narratives that highlight the 

experience of upward mobility as part of the construction of white femininity. I highlight 

places in the text where I believe the theories with which I am working hold, as well as 

moments where they do not seem to hold as well. This is both in keeping with the 

theoretical framework I utilize in this study as well as with my view of the way 

experience is lived (which is really what my theoretical framework is, after all). 

 Finally, in Chapter Seven, I attempt to bring this project to a close, at least 

temporarily, to draw some conclusions, make some suggestions, and muse about where 

this work might eventually go. 

 

Conclusion 

 My hope in talking to other women who are mothers and consider themselves to 

be from working class backgrounds was that perhaps there would be things to be gleaned 

from their experiences that might illuminate how we come to think collectively about 

motherhood in U.S. culture. As soon as I think about the collective nature of this, though, 

I am led immediately to the thought that there are inevitable cultural differences, 

especially related to the way that cultural norms operate. I come to this work with the 

assumption that what is at play in the norms related to motherhood is a part of a system of 

whiteness as a constructed identity that is seen as normal because it often remains 
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invisible. So part of my project is to try and make visible some of the ways that these 

norms operate in relation to the social constructedness of white, racialized, feminine 

identity. I am interested in this not to valorize a certain kind of white identity or 

experience, but rather to look closely at the ways in which whiteness as a normalizing 

power operates on the bodies of white, socially classed mothers as a potential 

contribution to the relatively new study of the construction of white femininity.  

 In order to make sense of the study I did and the data I collected in relation to this 

work, it is first necessary to read further on some of the theories and theorists I have 

touched on in this chapter. The next chapter of this dissertation will take the reader 

deeper into this work. The chapter ahead should serve as a sort of road map to my 

thinking, allowing the reader some insight as to how I approached the study. 
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

 

Introduction 

  In this chapter, I will map some of the important work that has helped me 

understand the main theoretical realms of my study. This includes work from cultural 

studies scholars on Foucaultian notions of biopower and the normalizing discourse of 

whiteness, as well as a number of cultural studies theorists on the discourse of 

motherhood. The works I cite from the field of cultural studies helped me understand 

better the enculturation of mothers, meaning the ways in which the role of mother carries 

with it certain values and behaviors that are distinct to the culture in which one enacts this 

role. In this study, the focus of my work was the enculturation of mothers in the U.S. The 

main vehicle for enculturation in these works is through discourse as normalization. For 

this reason, part of the cultural studies literature included here are examinations of the 

ways in which normalizing discourse shapes the construction of motherhood.   

  Another body of work that was important to this dissertation is that of critical 

whiteness studies. In this realm, I was primarily interested in white femininity and the 

ways in which it relates to the enculturation of mothers. Here I drew on both the 

empirical work of Katerina Deliovsky (2010) and the more philosophical work of the 

Reverend Thandeka (2007), as well as others. These works helped me understand the 

relationship between upward mobility and the construction of white identity.  

  The final part of my literature review included an examination of some empirical 

studies of whiteness and motherhood. These studies were helpful to me in understanding 
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the ways in which this relationship had been studied. They also helped me to better 

understand the ways in which my study was similar and different to previous works on 

this topic.  

 

Cultural Studies: Whiteness and Normalizing Discourse 
 

Where do white people come from?  

 In her piece, entitled, Where do white people come from? A Foucaultian critique 

of Whiteness Studies, Ladelle McWhorter (2005) offers a critique of critical whiteness 

studies in the form of an argument for conceptualizing whiteness as a normalizing force 

related to dominant discourses in society. McWhorter is interested in this 

conceptualization of whiteness because, for her, it goes beyond other conceptualizations 

of whiteness as a socially constructed identity associated with privilege as an entity that 

can be possessed by individuals. Instead, she proposes that a helpful tool for critical 

whiteness scholars has previously gone overlooked: that of whiteness as normalization. 

McWhorter further proposed that this notion is best understood within the Foucaultian 

framework of biopower as a technology of bio-politics, and that such an understanding 

might help lead to “possibilities of living race differently” (2005, p. 562). McWhorter 

contends that whiteness studies scholars frequently refer to the notion of normalization as 

an important process related to whiteness, but that the basis for this reference is rooted in 

sociological and psychological scholarship, such as that cited in Omi and Winant’s 

(1994) seminal work on race theory; and that these scholars seem unaware of the ways in 
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which Foucault’s conceptualization of biopower as normalization might be mobilized to 

strengthen their arguments (McWhorter, 2005).  

 When I first read Foucault on bio-politics, I, too, was struck by the theoretical 

possibilities of conceptualizing normalization of whiteness as a form of biopower, and so 

was heartened to find that McWhorter had written a piece that attempts to forge this link. 

McWhorter contends that Foucault’s conception of normalization as a function of 

biopower bolsters the understanding of whiteness as a force not only for the construction 

of individualized white racial identity, but for the understanding of whiteness as a 

collective power for normalization in U.S. society. According to McWhorter, the reason 

for seeking to re-conceptualize whiteness in this way is because earlier conceptions of 

whiteness remain within a framework of juridical power, which does not accurately 

represent the ways in which power operates in modern, industrialized societies. Rather, 

McWhorter argues, notions of race and racist discourse are better understood within the 

framework of bio-politics.  

 McWhorter premises her argument for this conceptualization of whiteness in 

relation to a number of historical factors: First, prior to the 1960s, racism in the U.S. was 

understood primarily as a matter of individualized bigotry and discriminatory practices; 

but after the social justice movements of the mid-20th century, racism was conceived 

more broadly as a function of institutionalized discrimination.  Second, in the 1970s, 

there was an attempt, premised on a neo-conservative appropriation of the rhetoric of 

civil rights, to mobilize an “anti-racist” discourse of “color-blindness.” According to Omi 

and Winant (1994), this caused “an overall crisis of meaning” in relation to understanding 
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racism in the U.S. (McWhorter, 2005, p. 536). Given this historical moment, accounting 

for the concept of racism and racist beliefs in psychological terms becomes both 

politically and conceptually unhelpful. Third, scholars within whiteness studies found 

themselves with two problems: One, that they wanted a definition of whiteness that 

would be considered alongside other racial identities, and counted as one among many, 

rather than as the norm; and secondly, that they simultaneously needed an account of 

racist oppression that traced the problem to “networks of institutionalized power rather 

than individual hearts and minds” (p. 536). In other words, there is both a desire to make 

whiteness “strange” and therefore visible, while also accounting for a normalizing force 

in U.S. culture that tends to render whiteness invisible while simultaneously creating a 

hierarchy of race, the pinnacle of which being whiteness.   

 

Biopower:  Technologies of Normalization 

 In his work entitled Right of Death and Power Over Life (Rabinow, Ed., 1991), 

Foucault was interested in explicating how technologies of biopower work in tandem 

with racist discourse, both of which he locates as having developed at about the same 

time historically. As sovereign power, with its absolute right to make decisions over the 

life and death of its subjects, gives way to more disciplinary modes of power, the power 

over life and death becomes related to technologies of normalization. This is not to say, 

however, that the state is no longer involved in decisions regarding life and death.  

 In its earliest incarnation, sovereign power allowed for the father of the Roman 

family to dispose of the lives of his children and slaves at will. This power eventually 
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evolved to become the right to put to death anyone who threatened the existence of the 

sovereign power. Foucault’s writing traces this right to administer death as shifting again: 

“This death that is based on the right of the sovereign is now manifested as simply the 

reverse of the right of the social body to ensure, maintain, or develop its life” (Rabinow, 

Ed., 1991, p. 259). In other words, the social body has the “right” to maintain its health 

via death when necessary. This, according to Foucault, is accomplished primarily through 

wars and the administration of the death penalty. 

 Starting in the 17th century, the power over life evolved in two main forms: One 

centered on the body as machine and was concerned with an anatomo-politics of the 

human body, which came to characterize the disciplines of the body, the optimization of 

its capabilities, its usefulness and docility, and its integration into economic systems; and 

the other form of this power over life centered on the body as species and served as the 

basis for biological processes related to life, managed through regulatory controls: a bio-

politics of the population. “The disciplines of the body and the regulation of the 

population constituted the two poles around which the organization of power over life 

was deployed” (Rabinow, 1991, p. 262). Hence, sovereign power over death is replaced 

with the careful and calculated management of life. 

 This resulted in “an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving 

the subjugation of bodies” ushering in “the era of ‘biopower’” (Rabinow, Ed., 1991, p. 

262). New disciplines were embodied in places such as universities, schools and the 

army; and concurrently new techniques for population control came into existence, such 

as demography, the evaluation of the relationship between resources and citizens, and the 
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construction of tables to analyze wealth, to name just a few. In addition, the emergence of 

biopower is recognized as being instrumental in the development of capitalism, given the 

need for “the controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production” (p. 263). 

The techniques of biopower created in the 18th century infiltrated every level of the 

social body and institutions, particularly the family, the army, schools, police, and both 

individual medicine and the administration of the population. They also acted as forces 

for segregation and the creation of hierarchies, which resulted in “guaranteeing relations 

of domination and effects of hegemony” (p. 263).  

 Another major development in the rise of biopower is the new significance of “the 

norm” in disciplining subjects. The law does not lose its importance, but rather becomes 

drawn in relation to a norm. Foucault states: “A normalizing society is the historical 

outcome of a technology of power centered on life” (Rabinow, Ed., 1991, p. 266). One 

aspect of human life that came to be instrumental to this normalizing influence was 

sexuality. Whereas at earlier moments in history, blood relations were more influential in 

the mechanisms of power, Foucault traces the rise of sexuality as a mechanism of power 

that does not entirely replace bloodlines; however, Foucault notes that blood was “more 

on the side of the law, death, transgression, the symbolic, and sovereignty…just as 

sexuality was on the side of norm, knowledge, life, meaning the disciplines and 

regulation” (p. 269). 

 Beginning in the second half of the 19th century, the thematic of blood had a 

resurgence when it was drawn upon to lend its historical weight to “revitalizing the type 

of political power that was exercised through the devices of sexuality. Racism took shape 
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at this point (racism in its modern, ‘biologizing,’ statist form)” (Rabinow, Ed., 1991, p. 

270). At this moment in history, there comes into existence a politics of settlement, 

concerned with the disciplining and movement of people and places. Important notions in 

the politics of settlement were family, marriage, education, hierarchies, and property, 

coupled with interventions at the level of the body aimed at purity of bloodlines to ensure 

“the triumph of the race” (p. 271).  

 

 Biopower, Normalization and Whiteness: Construction of the Threatening 

Other. In his piece entitled, Rethinking Bio-politics, Race and Power in the Wake of 

Foucault, Macey (2009) outlines in detail elements of race war as conceptualized by 

Foucault, in his analysis of the history of the Gauls and Franks. Notably, Macey points 

out that in France only great or royal families were considered “races.” Macey also 

elucidates the conflation of race with tropes about the “dark other” and the “under-class” 

within anthropological tradition and literature. In addition, he notes “The price of 

reconciliation between the races is the exclusion of Others who cannot be accommodated 

within either the binary opposition or its resolution” (p. 192). In Macey’s tracing of 

Foucault’s work on the bio-politics of race, one can see similarities to critical whiteness 

studies’ conceptualizations of whiteness as a socially constructed identity forged in 

contrast to a racialized other (Thandeka, 2007; see also Frost, 2005; Lensmire, 2008; 

Roediger, 1999). 

 Macey then makes the claim that within Foucault’s notion of biopower, there 

emerges a shift away from exclusion and towards the management of populations. Macey 
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goes on to give examples of this shift, including a history from 19th century London of 

an epidemic outbreak of cholera and its containment, which he argues is in part an 

example of the productive and beneficial uses of technologies of biopower. Also in this 

example, however, we see both the ability to eradicate disease from a certain area of the 

city, as well as the danger of producing a “city divided into zones of light and darkness, 

with the ‘dark’ insanitary areas still prone to, for example, cholera” (Macey, 2009, p. 

198).  

 Macey asserts that the work of Snow, the medical doctor who identified cholera 

as the outbreak, and Bazalgette, the civil engineer who both stemmed the tide of cholera 

in certain parts of the city but redirected it elsewhere, could be broadly conceived as a 

project of eugenics. According to Macey, both Snow and Bazalgette worked to eradicate 

cholera from upper class London neighborhoods via a system of sewers that instead 

shunted the disease into immigrant and poor neighborhoods, which resulted in classifying 

these raced (immigrant) and classed (poor) bodies as bearers and infesting agents of the 

epidemic. Macey argues that this further resulted in linking the notion of eugenics as 

public health initiatives to the belief that immigrants were carriers of diseases. 

Illuminating this method of constructing a threatening, racialized view of immigrants as 

potential infectious agents is present in the work of critical whiteness scholarship in 

relation to the history of race and racism in the U.S., particularly in the writings of both 

Roediger (1999) and Thandeka (2007).  

 Macey goes on to define eugenics as a cleansing of the social body, related to 

notions of purity, both in individuals and populations. Macey ends with: “My extension 



NORMALIZING DISCOURSES OF UPWARD MOBILITY 

 28 

of the arguments to show the ambivalent and continuing inscription of the tropes of race 

in social policy adds a warning about slippages that allow power to maintain its hold over 

life, either by displacing struggles over control of one’s life to struggles against a 

threatening other, or by reasserting the state as the last bastion of a sovereign right over 

life” (Macey, 2010, p. 203). The constructed notion of a “threatening other” can be seen 

in writings related to whiteness, particularly in Frost’s (2005) work on nation-building 

efforts in the formation of early U.S. culture, in which the construction of white identity 

is in contrast to a racialized other, specifically the narratives of “roving savages,” which 

were mobilized to justify the state utilizing its right to sovereign power over life and the 

resulting genocide of Native Americans.  

 

Biopower and the Discourse of Motherhood 

 According to Fanon (2008): “The white family is the guardian of a certain 

structure.  Society is the sum of all families…. The white family is the educating and 

training ground for entry into society” (Fanon, 2008, p. 127). This excerpt from Fanon 

has significant implications for an examination of the ways in which motherhood is 

constructed as a mechanism enabling normalization in biopower (Foucault, 2008), as well 

as an examination of the ways in which whiteness produces a certain kind of motherhood 

identity. In addition, Thandeka’s (2007) work highlights the ways in which social class 

status is an important element of white identity. My work is an attempt to bring together 

these notions in examining the ways in which white mothers may be positioned as 

“guarding” the social construction of “the white family.” I am also interested in 
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considering the role that social class status plays in whiteness and in relation to particular 

families’ access and entry into society, as per Fanon’s (2008) assertion. This mechanism 

of the family as entry point into society is both a force for maintaining the status quo as 

well as an instrument for the policing of the families themselves.  

 In The Policing of Families, Donzelot (1979) argues that within the development 

of bio-politics, the family emerges as an essential point of mediation between the state 

and the individual. Donzelot asserts that his use of the term “policing” is meant in the 

broad sense of “developing the quality of the population and the strength of the nation” 

(p. 7), acknowledging that this results in a number of problems with regard to a variety of 

new technologies related to moralization and normalization as processes of policing 

families. Donzelot points to the importance of both education and paternal authority as 

significant technologies for mediation between individuals and the state, and 

conceptualizes the modern family as “not so much an institution as a mechanism” 

(emphasis in original text) (p. 94). Within this conceptualization of family as mechanism, 

mothers are positioned as upholders of paternal authority and primary points of contact 

with children (future citizens), which allows for mediation between the state and 

individuals in the creation of ideal citizen subjects. 

 Danaher, Schirato and Webb (2002) argue that because many of the technologies 

of biopower such as schools, universities, businesses, psychologists, the courts and the 

police cannot maintain constant surveillance over the population, it falls to the family to 

assume these regulatory functions. As a result, families, and particularly mothers, become 

a crucial element of biopower, both in their regulation of family functioning as well as in 
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policing their own behavior relative to the discourses of normalization. Danaher, Schirato 

and Webb (2002) go so far as to claim that mothers become “surrogate agents, in a sense, 

for schools, religions, and medical agencies” (p. 76) and that, to this extent, we are all the 

product of biopower. Applying this logic to the notion of whiteness as normalization in 

U.S. culture would mean that all American citizens are, to some extent, the product of 

whiteness. This argument is in keeping with McWhorter’s (2005) interest in critical 

whiteness studies’ conceptualizations of whiteness as structural and institutional racism, 

as well as her conceptualization of the creation of whiteness as a racialized identity. 

White racialized identity, as discussed earlier, is intimately tied to social class, making it 

possible for families of lower class status to be policed more strictly than families of 

higher social realms.  

 Nicholas Rose, in his work, Powers of Freedom (1999), asserts that beginning in 

the 18th century, wealthy families were allowed different affordances than poorer ones 

mainly through the development of different sets of technologies that were invented to 

enable the family to perform its “public duty” while maintaining its private authority. 

Technologies for poorer families were developed within a criminalizing framework and 

focused on disciplining poor families through techniques of criminalization, whereas 

technologies for the wealthy were embedded in a medicalized approach, and included 

input from doctors, philanthropists, feminists, and housing authorities. The sum total of 

both sets of technologies results in a “purified, cleansed, moralized, domestic space” (p. 

74). This is characterized by Rose as “responsibilization,” and operates in such a way that 

links family functioning with public health by the enhancement of a space for 



NORMALIZING DISCOURSES OF UPWARD MOBILITY 

 31 

“investment in individual passion” while ensuring that “these passions would be satisfied 

in a way that would produce public benefits” (p. 74). This responsibilization also operates 

as a force for normalization in its ability to police poorer families by offering an example 

for how to perform duties of family in the “right” way. Echoes of Fanon (2008) and 

Thandeka (2007) can be heard in this work, in the emphasis on the importance of family 

as both a mechanism of normalization and as an entity vulnerable to normalization.  

 In Governing the Soul, Rose (1999) traces the emergence of the “cult of 

domesticity” and motherhood as a development of capitalism in the 19th century which 

reworked the “public/private divide to suit the interests of a ruling, property owning male 

elite” (p. 127). This allows for a certain level of status to be conferred on women who 

become mothers, but only so long as they remain in the private realm of the domestic and 

leave unchallenged both the patriarchal separation of public and private realms, as well as 

the economic advantages bestowed upon men in this system. Within this new framework, 

mothers adopt the role of expert on all things familial. This “expertise” is based on 

philanthropic work undertaken by social workers representing the state intervening with 

families from lower classes. This state-generated information on how to be a good mother 

is then disseminated to individual mothers for the purpose of evaluating their own lives 

and the lives of their children, rendering the state superfluous as the work of 

normalization is carried out within families. Thus, the work of regulating parental 

conduct, motherhood, and child rearing can all take place by harnessing the aspirations of 

parents, “and through the activation of individual guilt, personal anxiety, and private 
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disappointment” (p. 132). Mothers became the crucial point of contact for normalization, 

in large part by a state-supported education of what it meant to be a good mother.  

 Jane Roland Martin, in her work Reclaiming a Conversation: The Ideal of the 

Educated Woman (1985), interrogates this notion of education by examining Rousseau’s 

argument in favor of educating women, and in particular mothers. According to Martin, 

Rousseau asserts that the desired result of the educated mother is her ability to become 

“her own legislator.” This statement contains early reverberations of Foucaultian 

conceptions of governmentality and the role of mothers in maintaining structures of 

power within her own identity and, by extension, in that of her family. From Rousseau’s 

perspective, the process of educating mothers creates not an educated individual seeking 

to turn a critical eye on her circumstances, but rather an idealized mother who will 

exercise control over herself, her thoughts, and her family. 

 Martin’s illustration of Rousseau’s conceptualization of the educated mother 

reads as a sort of precursor to what Barbara Cruikshank (1996) refers to as “the discourse 

of republican motherhood” (p. 247). Cruikshank contends that democracy is dependent 

on a number of “technologies of citizenship,” many of which developed from social 

movements, within research related to public policy, and within the sciences of human 

development. She includes the discourse of republican motherhood in this list and argues 

that the aim of these endeavors is the production of “happy, active and participatory 

democratic citizens;” however, a necessary element of their common goal “is to get 

citizens to act as their own masters” (p. 247). 
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Critical Whiteness Studies: White femininity  

 The Reverend Thandeka writes, in her book, Learning to be White: Money, Race 

and God in America (2007/1999),  

 

  The price of admission to the white race in America has been exacting. 

  Costs…have included ethnic conflict, class exploitation, police   

  intimidation, humiliation by teachers, child abuse, lost self-esteem, and a  

  general feeling of self-contempt. I call these costs the wages for whiteness. 

  To tally them is to give account of a racial victim, someone who has had  

  to become white in order to survive. The story of this racial victim is  

  rarely told. (p. 77, Emphasis in original text.) 

 

Thandeka here makes the claim that whiteness is something to be learned by people with 

white skin, and that there is a dire cost to becoming “more white,” even when it is a 

means to secure one’s survival. This is not to suggest, however, that the cost of whiteness 

is somehow greater (or anywhere near as great) for white people than it is for people of 

color. It is imperative that one bears in mind that whiteness as normalizing discourse has 

far greater consequences for people with non-white skin. I highlight this quote of 

Thandeka’s to illustrate an important aspect of white identity: the process through which 

people with white skin learn to take on the racialized identity of white.  

 Critical whiteness studies, however, have not paid enough attention to gender 

(Roediger, 1999). Given that whiteness is a patriarchal construction, I am interested in the 
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role that white women, and mothers in particular, play in that construction. Thandeka 

(1999/2007), for example, offers many accounts in her work of this business of becoming 

more white as taking place in families. As I noted above, mothers are often positioned as 

mediators between larger social forces and their children. If this is the case, then white 

mothers must certainly be positioned as assisting their children in learning to be white. 

 This is not a role, however, that all mothers freely choose. Given the patriarchal 

norms of whiteness, it may be a mother’s role within the patriarchal structure of 

upholding those norms that causes her to become enmeshed in her children’s whiteness. 

In other words, within the patriarchal conception of motherhood, mothers themselves are 

often expected to maintain patriarchal norms. Given that whiteness is a patriarchal 

construct, this becomes a part of what both constructs white femininity and that which 

white femininity is constructed to support. 

 Ruth Frankenberg (1993) was one of the first feminist writers and theorists to take 

up the social construction of white femininity. Much of her work was premised on her 

contention that whiteness must be made visible to be understood as a racialized identity. 

This is very much in keeping with other critical whiteness studies scholars approach to 

making what is so normal as to be rendered invisible—whiteness—visible as its own 

racial category. Frankenberg’s theorizing, coming out of the feminist tradition of her day, 

was based on the social construction of white identity in women within the patriarchal 

society of the U.S. 

 Building on this early theorizing is the work of Katerina Deliovsky (2010), herself 

a white woman in a committed, intimate relationship with a man of color. Deliovsky’s 
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work centers on the construction of white femininity in relation to patriarchal norms and 

systems, and is primarily focused on other white women in a position similar to her own: 

those who are in relationships with men of color. The national context of Deliovksy’s 

work, however, is Canada, rather than the U.S.; and while there are many parallels with 

U.S. culture, there are also significant differences. While Canada’s history is not without 

violent incidents towards both black slaves and indigenous people, it does not compare 

with the level of violence in the U.S. It is precisely this violent history in the U.S. that 

was at the root of racialized identity, as a way for lower-class whites to distinguish 

themselves from the class of slaves and indentured servants. The construction of white 

identity against the non-white other is not unique to the U.S., as we have seen in this 

chapter, but it nonetheless has a unique history in the U.S. that is an important element of 

racialized identity in the U.S. 

 In spite of these significant historical differences, Deliovsky’s work has been 

important to my thinking about white femininity. Deliovsky’s work highlights the notion 

that white femininity is both constructed by patriarchal society, and as such is policed by 

a hetero-normative, white, patriarchal gaze. White women, therefore, are positioned as 

upholders of patriarchal norms. Deliovsky also writes briefly about the social 

construction of motherhood as a part of white femininity, and points to the construction 

of motherhood identity as being related to notions of purity. There are surely echoes here 

of white femininity as the vessel for the purity of the race, which is connected to both 

historical and contemporary discourse in the U.S., at one time codified as law against 

miscegenation, and more recently policed by other means—namely a kind of racist 
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discourse that positions white femininity as something that must be protected from non-

white males. Deliovsky also makes note of the importance of class in the construction of 

white femininity, claiming that the demand for class passing and upward mobility are 

stronger for women than for men in a white, hetero-normative patriarchal society. In 

other words, there is a demand for white women to perform a certain kind of white 

femininity that is (in appearance, at least) middle-class, hetero-normative, and supportive 

of patriarchal structures. 

 Shannon Sullivan (2014), in her work, Good White People, The Problem with 

Middle-Class White Anti-Racism, hearkens back to Thandeka, in a passage related to 

whiteness and mothering: “it is when a white child obeys the rules of white domination 

that she is lavishly praised for being a ‘good girl’ or a ‘good boy’” (p. 109). She goes on 

to reiterate the argument of George Yancy, that it is within loving white families that the 

practices of racism are often learned. This argument illuminates the significance of the 

normalization of whiteness in motherhood, and the way that the invisibility of whiteness 

is part of what ensures its reproduction.  

   

Motherhood and Whiteness: Empirical Work  

 Some qualitative scholarly work has been undertaken to excavate examples of 

white mothers working to resist the state-inscribed racialization of motherhood. Much of 

this work has been situated in the relationships between white mothers and their non-

white or biracial children (Chandler, 2014; Schalge & Rudolph, 2007). The mothers in 

these studies cite the transition to motherhood as a moment when new pressures and 
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concerns rise to the surface, as they embrace the responsibility of caring for another 

person’s existence. In addition, these interracial mother-child relationships frequently 

resulted in the white mothers understanding race in a new way, and often in “seeing” 

whiteness for the first time. The mothers in one study (Schalge & Rudolph, 2007) are 

described as antiracist, and frequently reported that they actively worked against re-

inscribing racist attitudes through unconscious internalization by modeling antiracist 

behaviors for their children to follow. Many of these behaviors highlight the centrality of 

language, but do not go so far as to explore the storied nature of the way we embody 

language. In addition, several accounts of activist work are included in the narratives of 

the mothers, but still their own difficulty in seeing the norms of whiteness pervade their 

stories. This is where interrogating the construction of lived stories that perpetuate the 

invisibility of the norms of whiteness may be helpful in allowing mothers to fully 

embody their antiracist goals. 

 Another study on narratives of race and motherhood (Chandler, 2014) addresses 

the dearth of empirical research related to motherhood and race. This study also 

highlights the notion that “the white mothers interviewed want what is best for their sons 

and daughters” (p. 6), particularly in the context of education. White mothers of non-

white or biracial children often saw school and teachers in a new light, and even began to 

call for teachers to dismantle their own white privilege. One aspect of the reported results 

of this study that goes unaddressed, however, is what is meant when we say we want 

what is “best” for our children and what the underlying stories and discourses might be in 

relation to this notion. 
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 Within the literature that I reviewed of narratives of motherhood related to racial 

identity, feminism is often seen as a parallel concern to antiracist mothering. In the work 

of Rebecca Aanerud (2007), in which she challenges herself to find a way to enact white, 

antiracist mothering, she draws on many of the same notions that other feminist theorists 

to whom I refer in this dissertation when she refers to “republican motherhood,” and the 

ways in which, as a white mother, she finds herself “situated in a long history in which 

my role as white mother was unavoidably shaped by the politics of race, class, and 

nation” (p. 27). Aanerud (2007) refers to several pieces of historical literature in the U.S. 

aimed at married white women, exhorting them to reproduce prodigiously, even blaming 

them for “race suicide” if they failed to keep pace with the birth rates of non-white 

mothers. 

 In some other work, however, there are examples of the ways in which feminist 

activism can be claimed for purposes that reify the racialized element of white 

motherhood. One such work can be found in an examination of Women in Massive 

Resistance (Bruekmann, 2013), wherein several examples of women’s groups in 

resistance to desegregation are recounted. While Bruekmann understands the women in 

her study to be actively engaged in what they described as “grassroots,” “emancipatory” 

activism, their efforts were applied to the racist end of segregation.  

 This kind of dangerous conflation of “feminist” activism with decidedly racist 

purposes is illustrated in the work of Raka Shome (2011), in which she details the 

troubling assumptions attendant to what she calls “global motherhood,” in which white 

women adopt non-white children from international sites and are seen as “saviors” of 
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non-white children. Shome (2011) asserts that the sort of white, racialized identity found 

in the discourse of motherhood in the U.S. is a transnational issue that threatens to reify 

and maintain other efforts of colonization around the world. This global concern offers 

support for an examination of the stories and cultural narratives that continue to 

reproduce a white, racialized discourse of motherhood in the U.S. 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has highlighted important readings in relation to the major areas 

encompassed in this study. These realms included the ways in which racialized discourse 

operates as a technology of biopower; to an examination of the role motherhood plays in 

biopower; to the ways in which white femininity, and motherhood in particular, are 

patriarchal constructs; and finally to some recent work examining the relationship 

between whiteness and motherhood. Running throughout the readings were notions of 

social class and upward mobility as an element of racialized identity in U.S. culture.  

 Before moving to the study itself, I believe some synthesis of the literature is in 

order, as I would be loathe to leave the reader with the impression that I am moving in 

the direction of claiming that white women, and mothers in particular, are somehow mere 

victims of a white, hetero-normative patriarchal system. This is not my contention. 

Instead, as I articulated in the introductory chapter to this dissertation, I was interested in 

finding evidence that there are dominant discourses at play with regard to the socially 

constructed role of motherhood, and my duty was to comb the scholarly literature in 

search of such evidence. I was able to find the evidence I was seeking in the field of 
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cultural studies during a class I took on reading Foucault. Finding this literature was 

important to me, because it verified what I had believed to be in existence based on my 

own experience as a mother: a culturally produced discourse that positioned mothers in 

particular (and often problematic) ways. The fact that the existence of this discourse was 

unveiled to me does not, however, mean that I believe all mothers succumb to every 

aspect of its dictates. Rather, I see this discourse as something that brushes up against 

mothers in their daily lives, supplants itself in their own stories, and aids in the 

formulation of a collectively imagined “Mother” that shapes our social and cultural 

expectations of what comprises this role in U.S. society.  

 In order to make the argument above, I found it necessary to do some reading that 

delves fairly deeply into what biopower is and the role discourse has in its 

implementation. Beside the fact that terms such as biopower and bio-politics are likely 

unfamiliar to many potential readers, they can sound ominous and distancing until they 

are explained. I wanted to engage in this explanation to help the reader understand more 

fully what is being described by these terms. In essence, biopower is a Foucaultian term 

for the many technologies of power that are implemented in the service of power over 

life, and as such is intimately tied to many of the concerns of mothers: reproduction, 

population, and management of life in general. 

 I then moved to several areas of study that are concerned with a critical 

examination of white identity and the particular ways in which this identity takes shape in 

women, and especially in women who are mothers. This work became important to my 

study as I considered the inextricable link between social class and racialized identity in 
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U.S. culture. I end with these readings in part because they became especially pertinent in 

the analysis of the data I collected, in ways I will explicate in subsequent chapters of this 

dissertation. One important aspect of the way in which whiteness became an inevitable 

part in this work, aside from notions of upward mobility and racialization in U.S. culture, 

was the time in which this study took place. I began to develop my study and conduct my 

interviews at a time in our country when racial violence seemed to suddenly and 

depressingly intensify. This violence gave rise to the Black Lives Matter movement, and 

I found it impossible (and felt it immoral) to ignore this real-time context in which my 

study took place.  

 So, to reiterate, my hope is that this literature review chapter helped the reader 

follow my thinking, from my early curiosity about the discourses of motherhood, to 

thinking about how these discourses developed, and finally to the implications of these 

discourses in the particular time and place in which the study took place. It is my further 

hope that illuminating the ways in which social class and notions of upward mobility are 

present and woven into the various perspectives presented here will help the reader 

understand the significance of upward mobility narratives to the way that mothers from 

working class backgrounds make sense of their experiences. In the next chapter of this 

dissertation, I will explain in detail the study I conducted for the purpose of this 

exploration, following on from the works of those outlined here. 
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Chapter Three: The Study 

 

Introduction 

 I constructed this study in part as a way to integrate my training and experience as 

a professional actor and theatre artist into my researcher identity. Toward that end, I have 

utilized methodologies that I believe together offer the foundation for inquiry that both 

supported my ontological perspective as well as enabled me to approach my dissertation 

study with the tools necessary for gathering the data I sought in the way I wanted to seek 

it. The methodologies to which I refer, for the purposes of my dissertation work, fall 

roughly along the divide of data gathering and analysis/interpretation of data. To that end, 

the methodologies I will consider for data gathering are narrative inquiry and post-

intentional phenomenology; and the methodologies I envision as more applicable to data 

analysis and interpretation/presentation are arts-based research methods and the field of 

performance studies.   

 In this chapter, I will offer my reasoning for the ways in which each of these 

methodologies is integral to my approach to my dissertation study and to the ontology of 

my identity as a researcher more broadly. In so doing, it is my hope that I will make 

visible the connections between these methodologies that were important to this work. 

While I see the methodologies as having performed discrete functions within my research 

project, I also acknowledge that at times they were likely to be more overlapping than 

distinct, given the iterative nature of interpretation in qualitative inquiry and the close 

alignment of the various functions within the methodologies.  
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 This chapter is in part an attempt to both weave together the different strands of 

this work into what I hope will become a cogent rationale for the use of these 

methodologies, as well as a description of what I did in the study. In order to articulate 

the connections between methodologies, I will attempt to make visible the ways in which 

each of the methodologies speaks to at least one aspect of something I have come to 

value as a result of my experience as a theatre artist. What follows is in part an 

exploration of the symbiosis I see between my experiences and work in theatre and how 

it relates to my work as a researcher, which I will further explain in a brief positionality 

statement.  

 In addition, I will narrate the details of the study as they unfolded. Together, this 

will include the conceptual framework and methodological concerns, the development of 

the guiding questions, the recruitment of participants, the collection of data, the decision-

making process related to the choice of focal participants, and the analysis process. I will 

end the chapter by highlighting of some themes that emerged from the data, which may 

be helpful to the reader in reading subsequent chapters of this dissertation.  

 

Conceptual Framework: Narrative Inquiry  

The Importance of Story For my dissertation study, I gathered data related to the ways 

in which mothers enact, embody, and perform their roles as mothers, and the ways in 

which this embodied enactment is related to narratives and stories about being mothers, 

particularly within the current U.S. neo-liberal governmentality. In so doing, it was my 

hope to achieve a better understanding of the ways in which these stories are constructed 
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and taken up by mothers. Given this emphasis on the enacting of narratives, perhaps the 

most fundamental aspect of both my dissertation study and my work as an actor is the 

importance of story. Timothy D. Wilson (2009), professor of psychology at the 

University of Virginia, argues that there is an inherent difficulty of understanding one’s 

innermost “self,” and that the construction of a larger, “good narrative” in which to see 

one’s actions is a more effective means of self-knowledge than deep introspection.  I 

believe this is in large part because we are storied beings, that we understand our own 

lives in terms of story, and that each of us makes sense of our experience as story. 

 It is possible that the statement above may be interpreted as a sweeping claim, but 

I find within the field of narrative inquiry a source of scholarly affirmation for this 

assertion. In their seminal work, Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story in Qualitative 

Research (2000), Clandinin and Connelly assess other methodologies with which to study 

lived experience, including several with similar theoretical perspectives to that of 

narrative inquiry, such as phenomenology, ethnography, ethnomethodology and 

grounded theory; eventually, however, they sum up the argument for narrative inquiry as 

follows: “We might say that if we understand the world narratively, as we do, then it 

makes sense to study the world narratively” (p. 17). This deceptively simple and elegant 

statement contains both the evidence and rationale for a narrative approach to the inquiry 

of experience.  

 In addition, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) go on to state: 
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  Experience is what we study, and we study it narratively because narrative 

  thinking is a key form of experience and a key way of writing and thinking 

  about it. In effect, narrative thinking is part of the phenomenon of   

  narrative. It might be said that narrative method is a part or aspect of  

  narrative phenomena. Thus, we say, narrative is both the phenomenon and  

  the method of the social sciences. (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 18) 

 

While a cursory reading of these statements may give the reader a sense of circular logic 

being employed, I would argue that this is due to the closely intertwined, perhaps 

inseparable, relationship between the way in which we experience the world and the way 

in which we make sense of it. This seeming inseparability is, to my mind, one of the 

strengths of narrative inquiry. 

 There is a relationship between story and theatre that is sometimes 

straightforward in the sense of the play telling a story and other times more interested in 

deconstructing story rather than merely enacting it, and over the course of history has 

taken many forms. For the sake of making visible the various connections of the 

methodologies I have put to use in this dissertation to my experience in theatre, I will 

offer some thoughts here. To be an actor is to embody story, even if that story is being 

deconstructed and interrogated before an audience. To engage in the deconstruction of 

story is itself a different story. Each play is stories within a story, and each actor has both 

an overarching story and smaller, more moment-to-moment stories she is responsible for 

enacting. In actors’ parlance these are sometimes referred to as objectives and super-
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objectives, the former being the more immediate stories and the latter the overall arc of 

the character, based on the terminology developed by Constantin Stanislavski in his 

method approach to acting for the theatre (Stanislavski, 1936/2011). In addition, it could 

be said that the overall arc of the play is another super-objective of the storyline. In this 

sense, the stories embodied by actors are nested within one another, and the actor must 

decide upon which aspect of the stories to focus at any given moment in the performance. 

While not all performance adheres to Stanislavski’s method, I am using it as useful 

shorthand for the ways in which story, theatre, and acting are sometimes related. 

 The above description of the actor’s relationship to story is remarkably close to 

the description of the job of narrative inquirer. According to Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000), “We are all characters with multiple plotlines who speak from within these 

plotlines…. As researchers, we too struggle to speak our research texts in our multiple 

voices” (p. 147). Statements such as these are indicative of the kind of visceral 

connection I felt to narrative inquiry when I first began to study it. It felt like home (in a 

good way), in the sense that it too honors the deep connection to story that I feel as an 

actor. 

 Another aspect of narrative inquiry that is attractive to the artist in me is the 

necessity for narrative inquirers to “be able to articulate a relationship between one’s 

personal interests and sense of significance and larger social concerns expressed in the 

works and lives of others” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p.122). The authors go on to 

assert “most of us are astonishingly unclear about what our inquiry interests are and how 

we justify them in personal terms” (p. 122). Clandinin and Connelly also make the claim 
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that writing personal stories about our relationship with the phenomena under study can 

be helpful in illuminating our inquiry interests. They also note, “Although we encourage 

the justification of inquiry interest in personal terms, the norms of inquiry have it that 

people should only justify their interests in social terms” (p. 122). These statements align 

with my own ontological approach to inquiry, in that it seems to me that inquiry is, more 

often than not, driven by personal interest, whether stated or unstated. This approach also 

seems closer to an artistic inquiry, where personal connection to the experience under 

study is often a given. Indeed, if no personal connection exists to begin with, the job of 

the artist is often to find or create one.  

 

Post-Intentional Phenomenology 

Embodied Inquiry of Experience: Data Gathering Post-intentional phenomenology 

offers an embodied approach to gathering data related to phenomena that are conceived 

as shared and circulating in and amongst those engaged with the phenomena under study 

(Vagle, 2014). Whereas earlier forms of phenomenology were interested in discovering 

the essence of a phenomenon (e.g., what is the essence of being a parent), post-intentional 

phenomenology aims for more slippery and less stable notions of experience that may be 

accessed through an embodied understanding of experience (Vagle, 2014). This 

embodied approach to phenomenological methods is due in no small measure to the work 

of Merleau-Ponty, who noted, “bodies are our access to the world and one another” (p. 

113).  
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 Since the unit of analysis in post-intentional phenomenology is the intentional 

relationship between subjects and the phenomenon under study (Vagle, 2014), the use of 

one’s body as a tool for gathering data becomes an important site for meaning-making. 

This is one aspect of post-intentional phenomenology that seems particularly aligned with 

my experience as an actor. In order to sense the way in which the phenomenon circulates 

in and amongst subjects, one must achieve a kind of openness to experience and 

observation akin to that necessary for acting. Arts-based researcher Johnny Saldaña 

(1999) lays out the following points that speak to the connections between theatre 

practitioners and qualitative research skills: 

 

1. Enhanced sensory awareness and observational skills, enabling an 

attuned sensitivity to fieldwork environments. 

2. The ability to analyze characters and dramatic texts, which transfers to 

analyzing interview transcripts and field notes for participant actions 

and relationships. 

3. The ability to infer objectives and subtext in participants’ verbal and 

nonverbal actions, which enriches social insight.  

4. Scenographic literacy, which heightens the visual analysis of 

fieldwork settings, space, artifacts, participant dress, etc. 

5. The ability to think conceptually, symbolically, and metaphorically—

essentials for qualitative data analysis. 
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6. An aptitude for storytelling, in its broadest sense, which transfers to 

the writing of engaged narrative research reports. (p. 68) 

 

 This perspective is also in keeping with Vagle’s (2014) assertion that openness is 

a quality that is essential to the practice of post-intentional phenomenology, as noted in 

the Becoming Open section in the epilogue of his book (p. 149). This sense of openness is 

also referred to as performance consciousness in the field of performance studies 

(Schechner, 1985). Performance consciousness is the state in which the actor stands ready 

to receive input from the other actors, as well as from the audience, and to respond freely 

and without a need to control what will come next. In performance consciousness, 

multiple possibilities exist at once. This sense of openness and possibility seems to me to 

lie at the heart of post-intentional phenomenology as a practice of inquiry. In seeking to 

understand the stories and narratives that inform the ways in which mothers enact their 

roles as mothers, gaining insight into the intentionality of the relationship the participants 

have with those stories will, it seems to me, be a crucial element in understanding the 

ways in which the stories and narratives get embodied and enacted.  In addition, as a 

white mother from a working class background myself, I was able to engage directly with 

the phenomenon under study as well as with the participants in meaningful ways.   

 Another aspect of post-intentional phenomenology that appeals to the actor/artist 

in me is found in Vagle’s description of the philosophical underpinnings of the 

methodology, wherein he states,  
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  I think some of the most generative and radical philosophical, theoretical,  

  and methodological research happens when we as phenomenological  

  craftswomen and men situate ourselves on the edge of things. (Vagle,  

  2014, p. 111) 

 

Artists and artistic endeavors are often situated on the edges or margins of things, due in 

part to a desire to remain decentered and thereby less beholden to forces within the status 

quo and more able to critique those forces and conditions. While I acknowledge that this 

is not always the case for art and artists, it is certainly the way I have always preferred to 

situate myself as an artist, to the extent that I was able to maintain that distance from the 

center. Given this propensity to remain “on the edge of things” in my artistic life, it is my 

goal to maintain this perspective in my life as a researcher as well.  

 

Arts-based Methodologies: Performance Inquiry 

Embodied Inquiry of Experience: Data Analysis and Interpretation The notion of 

approaching my research through arts-based methodologies was enormously appealing to 

me in terms of the possibilities it afforded in the integration of my actor self and my 

researcher self. The suggestion that I foreground my artistic ontology in my dissertation 

work was the impetus for seeking a methodological approach that would enable me to do 

so. My response to this suggestion was one that was deeply embodied, and resulted in a 

greater sense of peace and wholeness, itself an indication that it was a good direction in 

which to be moving. As I began to sift through some of the literature within arts-based 
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methodologies, I was unsurprisingly drawn to the work of theorists situated in drama and 

theatre-based scholarship, particularly the notion of performance inquiry. For this 

purposes of this work, I chose to focus on three: Johnny Saldaña (2008), Joni L. 

Jones/Omi Osun Olomo (2008), and Terry Jenoure (2008). 

 Saldaña (2008) emphasizes his training as a theatre artist in teasing out 

similarities he finds between art and ethnography. He draws on Wolcott (1995), who 

asserts a need for an artistic approach to fieldwork. Saldaña stresses Wolcott’s ability to 

write in evocative language, even when he is writing at the technical level. Saldaña 

makes much of this ability, asserting that this use of language was recognizable to him as 

theatre, and as such, had a significant effect on his own work as a researcher. This use of 

evocative and even theatrical language is certainly not the norm in academic writing, as 

any bleary-eyed graduate student can likely attest. Indeed, I have sensed a certain amount 

of skepticism from some in the academy regarding any creative use of language in 

academic writing, reflecting what I interpret as a bias towards more “neutral” and 

“objective” language, which, consciously or not, privileges a more positivist view of 

research. Given my ontological underpinnings as a researcher, I am interested in 

troubling this sort of positivist view. In addition, I am interested in thinking about ways 

of opening up academic research to new and wider audiences, as well as presenting data 

in more playful and disruptive ways.  

 Jones/Olomo (2008) alludes to this tension in her own academic work, when she 

states, “Being a scholar in the academy had already created constraints on my ability to 

access my art heart” (p. 197). She writes about the sense of comfort she finds in 
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connecting with others who are using an arts-based approach to their work, even if they 

are far-flung from where her work takes place. Although these colleagues of whom she 

writes are not collaborating with her directly, she still refers to their work as “collective 

scholarship,” claiming, “We work together every time we work individually” (p. 195). 

This speaks directly to one of the aspects of my life as an actor that I miss the most—the 

collaborative nature of work in the theatre. While I have been deeply grateful to have 

found some measure of collaboration to be present in the academic work I pursue, the 

notion of widening this collaborative effort to include the kind of collective scholarship 

to which Jones refers is one in which I too take great comfort.  

 The author whose work resonates perhaps the most with me in terms of 

performance inquiry is that of Terry Jenoure (2008), who, as stated in the introduction to 

her piece, “reflects on the blurred boundaries between empirical and personal 

explorations, between fact and fiction, and between the literary, visual and performing 

arts” (p. 151). This aligns very closely with my perspective that there is more than one 

way of ascertaining deeper understanding of phenomena, and in the academy, “fact 

finding” methods are often privileged over more artistic means. This speaks once again to 

what I perceive to be a bias towards more positivist approaches in the human sciences.  

 Jenoure (2008) speaks freely of a feature in research that often goes unspoken—

intuition. In all my preparation for doing research, which amounted to three years of 

coursework related to my content area, as well as numerous research methodologies, only 

once was intuition even mentioned, and then only in one class session in a class on 

pedagogy, in the final moments of class. In other words, very little time indeed. But 



NORMALIZING DISCOURSES OF UPWARD MOBILITY 

 53 

surely this is an element of all research, whether in the human sciences or the so-called 

“hard” sciences. Does not the researcher need to listen to her gut intuition, and, as 

Jenoure puts it, to trust herself? This is most definitely a necessary aspect of acting. 

Actors often speak of “trusting their gut,” and are encouraged to actively develop this 

ability.  

 I can see that an argument could be made that the reliance on intuition could 

potentially be problematic in research, depending on the individual whose gut is being 

trusted. This argument, while deserving of thought, is problematic in two ways. One, it 

implies that no researcher is ever truly neutral. While I am in whole-hearted agreement 

that this is indeed the case, many in the research community operate under the more 

positivist assumption that inquirers can “set aside” their biases and become “objective” 

observers; however, this distrust of certain researchers’ intuition and not others troubles 

their assumptions about objectivity. Secondly, one crucial aspect of learning to become a 

researcher presumably encompasses ethical training, which would theoretically alleviate 

concerns over reliance on intuition. Even if neither of these points eliminates concerns 

about the reliance on intuition in research, I would argue that it is taking place in all 

inquiry, whether acknowledged or not. 

 In any case, I am happy to read Jenoure’s (2008) writing on intuition and trusting 

of one’s gut in her piece on her theatrical approach to inquiry, as this has been a large 

part of my training and practice as an actor. In addition, as the phrase “trust your gut” 

implies, this is very much an embodied approach to moving through the world. For me, 

this embodied approach has migrated from being mainly related to my life as an actor to a 
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more all-encompassing approach to my whole life. I would say that at this point, it would 

be difficult for me to separate my thinking from my gut intuition, even if I wanted to. 

(Which, of course, I do not.) Instead, I plan to take my cue from Jenoure (2008) in 

bringing my intuition and “trusting my gut” to my work as a researcher.  

 

Performance Studies 

Both an Object of Inquiry and a Lens Through Which to View the World The 

subheading of this section is taken from the website for the performance studies 

department at the University of California-Davis. When I read this phrase, I sensed in it 

an immediate resonance with something important I have been trying to articulate in 

situating my work. For many years, even before I moved from acting into academia, I 

have been interested in something deeper and more philosophical about the act of 

performing than simply being a working actor. This interest has different facets to it, 

including: an interest in embodied language and what effect the act of speaking has on 

the body and mind; to what extent are embodied performances a part of everyday 

interactions; how do cultural stories get enacted and embodied and from where do those 

stories come; what is the relationship between performance and learning—these are just a 

few of the mental musings I have entertained over the years.  

 As I delved deeper into the questions and theories central to the field of 

performance studies, I was simultaneously stunned and suffused with a profound calm as 

I recognized a home for my thoughts and inquiry. According to the literature I have 

gathered related to this field, while there are theorists who have been thinking in these 
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ways for centuries, the field known today as performance studies dates back only to the 

late 1970’s, beginning mainly with the work of Richard Schechner, a professor at NYU 

Tisch School for the Arts. In its fledgling days, this work took place almost exclusively in 

New York City and the surrounding area, with only a few adherents and practitioners, 

and even fewer actual academic programs. Today, a quick google search yields numerous 

programs worldwide and reveals multiple practitioners, including the likes of Madeline 

Grumet, one of the education theorists whose work I most admire. 

 The basic tenets of performance studies encompass a wide swath of potential 

areas for study, including theories related to formal performance, use of ritual in cultures 

and societies, and studying performance in everyday interactions, all of which is situated 

at the intersection of the arts and philosophy (Schechner, 2013). According to Schechner 

(2013), the two most closely related fields are theatre studies and cultural studies. My 

recognition of this field as a home for my thinking is not surprising, given that my life’s 

work has been situated over time in one or the other of those related fields: first, as an 

actor and educator in theatre studies and then later, as an educator in the Culture and 

Teaching track of my Ph.D. program. Other fields mentioned by Schechner (2013) 

include “anthropology, gender studies, feminism, the aesthetics of everyday life, race 

theory…popular entertainments, queer theory, and postcolonial studies” (p.12). I can 

truthfully profess to having engaged with each of these areas at some point in my 

professional and/or academic career. In short, I believe situating my work in the field of 

performance studies affords me the greatest possibilities for encompassing my areas of 

interest and framing them in a meaningful way. 
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 While much of performance theory is focused on theatre and other formal 

performance genres, there is also significant thought given to performance as a part of 

everyday life. According to Erving Goffman (1959: 72), as quoted by Schechner (1988), 

“All the world is not, of course, a stage, but the crucial ways in which it isn’t aren’t easy 

to specify” (p. 257). Schechner goes on to note that this is because “everyday life is 

suffused with interactions that are rule-bound, conventions that are networks of reciprocal 

expectations and obligations” (p. 257). It is within this framework of everyday interaction 

as performance that I choose to situate the work of my dissertation study, not just because 

of my experience as a performer, but because I believe we are all performers in the sense 

referred to in Goffman’s above statement.   

 

Methodological Overlap 

 In drawing on the methodologies that I have chosen, I am interested in the ways 

the methodologies might overlap and interact in terms of productivity. Perhaps this is 

because of the ways in which I am drawing on them, which have to do with my approach 

to my work and which I hope I have spelled out sufficiently. In addition, I will point out 

some of the crossover between and within methods that I have discovered in the literature 

for the various methodologies, particularly with regard to the ways in which I intend to 

put each methodology to use.  For example, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) refer to 

phenomenology in their book, as a method they considered before settling on narrative 

inquiry. In doing so, they are careful to note similarities between the two methodologies. 

In addition, in reading Vagle’s (2014) work, I noted similarities between narrative inquiry 
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and post-intentional phenomenology. Although the post-intentional angle on 

phenomenology is too recent to have been identified as such in the Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) text, I read similarities in several specific places in their work.  

 One such spot is in chapter five of the Clandinin and Connelly (2000) text, 

entitled Being in the Field: Walking into the Midst of Stories (p. 63). In this chapter, they 

detail the notion of entering into research sites mid-story, and the importance of 

understanding this sense of being “in the midst” of stories on multiple levels. The 

subheading of this chapter, as well as the ideas contained in it, echo almost verbatim 

notions found in Deleuze and Guattari (1987), post-structural philosophers whose work 

Vagle (2014) has infused in his text on post-intentional phenomenology. The similarity in 

this case is in relation to the Deluezeguattarian notion of rhizomes vs. trees and the 

unavoidability of always entering into the middle of things already underway. The 

underlying unity of philosophical approach exemplified in this example is one instance of 

what I am thinking of as productive overlap, in that while the ideas are not identical, they 

share similar underpinnings that allow for a nuanced and meaningful movement between 

the two methodologies.  

 Another example of the methodologies overlapping in productive ways is found 

in the references Clandinin and Connelly (2000) make to the “tentativeness” necessary to 

narrative inquiry. They refer to Geertz when they say “the parade changes, our relative 

positions change” (p. 17). In other words, our understanding of phenomena shifts 

depending on our place in or view of “the parade” of the experience being studied. This 

has a strong ring of the “tentative manifestations” to which Vagle (2014) refers in his 
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work, wherein the meaning of phenomena is illustrated by “malleable lines that move and 

shift” and where inquiry is engaged in “elucidating these grey areas” and “not trying to 

center the meaning” (Vagle, 2014, p. 32).  

 Another link I discovered early in my experience with phenomenology is found in 

Max Van Manen’s (1990) work in which he states that “phenomenological research is a 

poeticizing activity” (p. 13). This allusion to the artistry of phenomenology was instantly 

attractive to me. And while post-intentional phenomenology might challenge Van 

Manen’s assertions that “poeticizing is not ‘merely’ a type of poetry,” rather that it is 

“speaking in a more primal sense” (p.13), I believe there is common ground to be found 

in Van Manen’s highlighting of Merleau-Ponty’s avowal that artists and 

phenomenologists share “the same kind of attentiveness and wonder, the same demand 

for awareness, the same will to seize the meaning of the world or of history as that 

meaning comes into being” (p. 18).   

 Barone & Eisner (2006) use language that is remarkably close to 

phenomenological methodologies in their statement of the goal of arts-based inquiry: 

“Rather than closing off discussion about the presuppositions embodied within a research 

project, it moves to broaden and deepen ongoing conversations…calling attention to 

seemingly commonsensical, taken-for-granted notions” (Barone & Eisner, 2006, p. 96). 

Further, Barone (2008) calls on the words of Lincoln & Denzin (2003) in describing what 

bell hooks refers to as “outlaw art”: “it can…‘open up institutions and their practices for 

critical inspection and evaluation’” (Barone, 2008, p. 38).  All of this, for me, points to 

the potential and significance of studying everyday, lived experience as performance 
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through an arts-based, performance inquiry. Indeed, the notion of performance as “both 

an object of inquiry and a lens through which to view the world,” circles back to echo 

Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) notion that “narrative is both the phenomenon and the 

method of the social sciences” (p.18).  

 

Researcher Positionality 

 I placed the focus of my study on the experiences of white mothers so as to avoid 

colonizing research practices in which whiteness as a socialized racial identity is only 

studied in opposition to non-white others. In so doing, my hope was to answer Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s (1987) (and others) call for white people to help other white people make 

sense of their own racialized experiences, and not rely on people of color to explain race 

to us, with the aim of antiracist solidarity. As a white mother from a working class 

background, the issues at play in this study hold more immediate interest for me than if I 

were choosing to study a phenomenon of which I have no part.  

 Given that the elements of inquiry in this study relate to me in a deeply personal 

way, I not only relinquish any claim to researcher objectivity, but I include aspects of my 

own experience in the object of my study, as well as utilizing my own experience in both 

the interview process and analysis (which were not as distinct as this statement may 

suggest). This is important to me not only as a white mother interested in understanding 

the social construction of white identity as a project of antiracist work, but also as a 

researcher whose ontological underpinnings cause me to question the very notion of 

objectivity in research. 
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 Another aspect of my positionality that I find important to highlight is my 

experience as an actor. Given that my body was my instrument for a significant part of 

my artistic pursuit, I have a deep, lived connection to the act of embodied inquiry. As an 

actor, I trained my body to be an instrument of inquiry, sensitive to the reactions of other 

bodies, to the interior workings of my own mind and body, and to the words being 

spoken, both by the other actors and the words coming out of my own mouth. 

 My history and engagement with theatre has shaped my experience and 

conceptualization of inquiry as one that is primarily driven by the desire to open up more 

questions rather than seeking concrete answers. Whereas questions are always new 

beginnings, answers feel like endings. Whereas questions are always open to new 

possibilities, answers seek to settle the matter in sometimes problematic conceptions of 

consensus. Whereas questions deepen the complexity and mystery of life, answers 

contain complexity in a set of “knowns.” I am more interested in Hannah Arendt’s 

valuing of storytelling as revealing meaning without defining it, or defining those telling 

the story. I do not, however, invoke this reading of storytelling as a way of getting around 

my own implicatedness as a white researcher of European descent. Instead, I am in part 

attempting to refuse the troubling history of colonization in research, while 

simultaneously acknowledging a deep concern at the possibility of inadvertently doing 

violence in my own work, even when I have the best of intentions. 
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Guiding/Research Questions 

 My basic research question is guided by Ladelle McWhorter’s (2005, p.562) 

question of finding “possibilities of living race differently.” In this questioning, 

McWhorter is imagining a way of living that resists dominant, racist discourse in U.S. 

culture, particularly in regard to white racialized identity. She is calling for a way of 

living out a white, antiracist identity. I position my guiding question in relation to hers for 

(at least) two reasons: One, I too am interested in antiracist, white identity formation. 

Secondly, McWhorter is drawing on Foucault’s writing on biopower to make her 

argument, and it is in Foucault’s writing (and speeches) on biopower and racist discourse 

that I found the basis for my thinking on dominant (and, as such, racist, classist, and 

patriarchal) discourse in regard to both upward mobility and the construction of 

motherhood as an identity in U.S. culture.  

 While I rely on my own interpretations of McWhorter’s question, I feel it is 

important to note that some might argue that even to imagine the possibility of “living 

race differently” is an inherently and profoundly privileged position. This is inarguably 

true. However, I choose to believe that McWhorter’s intention in positing this question 

was more in keeping with finding antiracist ways of being for white people. The rest of 

her piece certainly moves in this direction. Secondly, while the notion of “living race 

differently” might be something to which only white people have access, given the color 

of their skin and our white supremacist culture, perhaps it is incumbent upon white 

people to use their privileged position with regard to this question to try and live race 
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differently, namely by engaging in antiracist work rather than promoting white 

supremacy.  

 Given that I have chosen these interpretations of McWhorter’s central question, I 

can claim a similar starting point for the question guiding my inquiry: What are the 

particular dominant discourses of motherhood in U.S. culture? To what extent do these 

discourses contain narratives of upward mobility? In what ways are white mothers of 

working class backgrounds making sense of these narratives? In what ways are these 

narratives affecting mothers’ conception of their role as mothers? Are there viable 

alternative narratives with which mothers’ own stories can be made legible and coherent? 

In order to wonder about alternatives, however, one must first ask whether and to what 

extent there are narratives of upward mobility at work in these mothers’ own stories, and 

to what degree these narratives and storylines are stable or unstable, in relation to identity 

as a process of ongoing becoming. This second question, then, is one way of stating the 

research question with which I approached the study. 

 

Inquiry Questions 

  Using a qualitative approach to research in the form of narrative inquiry as the 

method and conceptual framework, drawing on arts-based methodology and post-

intentional phenomenological interview methods, and approaching data analysis through 

a sort of discourse analysis based in Foucaultian thinking and performance studies, my 

dissertation study aims to answer the following questions: 
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• What are the stories and cultural narratives that underlie and inform motherhood 

in the U.S.? 

• How do these stories relate to neo-liberalism and upward mobility as a project of 

whiteness and normalization?  

• How do white mothers from working class backgrounds construct and enact these 

stories? 

• How are these mothers able to resist dominant cultural stories about motherhood 

in the U.S. and find ways of enacting motherhood in resistance to these dominant 

narratives and discourse? 

 

 In order to address the questions above, I developed an interview script with a 

number of questions aimed at trying to better understand what it is like for white mothers 

of working class backgrounds to experience upward mobility. These questions followed a 

protocol associated with post-intentional phenomenology (Vagle, 2014), and were aimed 

at a conversational interview style (see Appendix A). While I asked each participant all 

of the questions in one form or another, occasionally the participant herself would bring 

up the next question without my having to ask it, or the conversation would jump around, 

depending on the way each participant responded. 

 

Participant Recruitment 

 To find my participants, I put out a call through friends and colleagues seeking 

white mothers, age 18-80, who self-identify as coming from working class backgrounds 



NORMALIZING DISCOURSES OF UPWARD MOBILITY 

 64 

and who had experienced an upward shift in mobility in their adult lives. Within a fairly 

short length of time, I had more potential participants than I could possibly use for my 

study. As I stated above, I intentionally chose white mothers who self-identified as 

coming from working class backgrounds, all of whom happened also to identify as 

hetero-sexual and cis-gender (as do I). From this pool of potential participants, I 

conducted in-depth interviews with eight women, three of whose stories I will focus on in 

greater detail in subsequent chapters of this dissertation. 

 

Interviews 

 The interviews I conducted were very loosely structured, with the afore-

mentioned inquiry questions. I was striving for a conversational style, in part so that I as 

the researcher could engage deeply with my participants in co-investigating the 

phenomenon of upward mobility and the stories that attend it in our lives. This approach 

is in keeping with tenets of post-intentional phenomenological interview methods (Vagle, 

2012), that allow for inquiry into the ways in which a particular phenomenon is both 

unstable and circulating in and amongst bodies, including my own and those of my study 

participants. The interviews were audio-recorded and partially (and in the case of my 

focal participants, fully) transcribed. 

  In addition to the initial interviews I conducted, I had follow-up questions and/or 

interactions with some participants in the form of further conversations and/or email 

contact. I also utilized email, text, and voicemail to “take notes” if I had thoughts about 

the interview data late at night, in the shower, while running errands or at work, or 
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otherwise occupied and without the means to record my thoughts. In these instances, I 

sent myself a message of my thoughts in one of the afore-mentioned ways. Always 

skeptical of technology encroaching too much on the lives of humans, I nonetheless 

found these tools to be invaluable. I mention this in part to try and accurately represent 

the messy and partial nature of “data analysis,” that, as Lisa W. Loutzenheiser (AERA 

roundtable discussion, Chicago 2015) would argue, starts as soon as one constructs a 

research question and is not a separate, clean, or systematic process.  

 

Presentation of the Data 

 My intention with an arts-based approach to representing my data was to draw on 

my background in theatre to turn the stories of my participants into a dramatization. This 

decision, however, proved to be less than completely settled, even after I had collected 

my data. For a time, I had decided that this part of the project was proving to be beyond 

the scope of the dissertation process for me. After consultation with my adviser, Dr. 

Timothy Lensmire, I had decided to instead focus my time and energy on utilizing this 

dissertation as the analysis necessary to any future work turning the stories into a script. 

In addition to the constraints of time and labor in this work, it was also my opinion that 

any future work on a script to be performed would benefit from more diverse voices and 

potential collaboration with other playwrights and actors; and until I am able to do this 

collaborative work, anything I might produce would be too partial and limited in 

perspective to be of any productive use, artistically speaking.  
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 Then, I went to the 2015 International Congress on Qualitative Inquiry (ICQI) and 

had the opportunity to meet one of the theorists in arts-based methodology whose work in 

adapting theatrical principles to research I admire: Johnny Saldaña. I attended two panels 

on which he spoke about arts-based methodology in research, which inspired me to re-

engage my creativity in more direct ways in terms of producing my dissertation. Then, 

Mr. Saldaña attended a session at which I was presenting some work that I had turned 

into a dramatization. This was a nerve-wracking experience for me, but also an incredible 

opportunity. I had the good fortune to be able to talk one-on-one with him for a time 

before the session, and the subject of my dissertation came up quickly. We talked through 

some of my concerns, including those mentioned above, and it helped me think about the 

problems I was seeing in new ways. 

 Also in that session, another arts-based researcher, Kelly Clarke/Keefe, from the 

University of Vermont, talked about the material production of research. While this was 

not a new concept to me, thinking about it in a more concrete way in terms of producing 

something artistic reframed my thinking on this as well. I began to see that, no matter 

what form I chose to present my research, I would be making something and putting it 

out into the world. For some reason, although it might sound simplistic, thinking about it 

in this way shifted things for me. I started to think that if I were going to produce 

something from my research, I wanted it to take an artistic form.  

 Coming to that conclusion, however, did not immediately resolve the issues that 

had originally concerned me about this process. I was still left with the problem that the 

work I could produce alone would not, in my opinion, be as strong as work on which I 
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could collaborate with others. Theatre is, by its very nature, a collaborative art form. The 

demands of the dissertation process, however, made it impossible for me to do this work 

in a collaborative way. There were other concerns, although possibly they are all related 

to this central concern about voice and single authorship, but I eventually decided to see 

the work of this dissertation as a first draft of a work that, in a perfect world, would have 

life after this dissertation process, and that I might have the opportunity to go on to find 

collaborators and incorporate more voices into the piece. 

 

Writing/Analysis 

 The work of analyzing the data from this study resulted in a three-part analysis. 

The first was an examination of the emergence of themes from across the interviews; 

second was the telling of three participants’ stories in greater detail; and the third was 

related to attempting to tell the three stories together. The way I have described these 

levels of analyses above reflects the chronology of the analysis, as well as a deepening 

engagement with the data over time. As such, I will explicate each level of analysis more 

fully in that same order.  

 

Themes Initially in analyzing the data from my study, I was wary of the expected 

outcome of “themes.” I have always regarded the identification of themes to be somewhat 

problematic, especially when studying something as complex as people’s storied lives, 

particularly given my stance on the partial nature of knowledge construction. 

Nonetheless, as the interview data mounted, I began to notice a set of themes emerge 



NORMALIZING DISCOURSES OF UPWARD MOBILITY 

 68 

from the data I had collected. Taken as such, they could be interpreted as evidence that 

upward mobility narratives do indeed operate on the stories of the mothers I interviewed, 

and that there are even certain similarities across the participants in terms of the meaning 

they make of these narratives.  

 In the interest of making my findings visible, in all their messy glory, I will 

outline these themes briefly in this chapter. Given my interest in the varied complexity of 

lived, storied experience, however, the next chapter will focus on the stories of the three 

focal participants of my study in greater detail in subsequent chapters in order to 

illuminate the multiple readings made possible by this kind of work.  

 

Individual Stories The arts-based approach of crafting individual monologues from my 

interview data was helpful not only in terms of representing my data, but also proved to 

offer much in the way of analysis. At first, I began with repeated listenings to my 

recorded interviews. With each new interview, I would gain insight into previous 

interviews, making the initial analysis process an iterative one, particularly with regard to 

repeated listening to the data.  

 Eventually, after re-listening to the interviews and some transcription of many of 

them, I went away for a week and just allowed the stories to live in my mind. I journaled 

during this time, which happened to coincide with an unexpected trip to see my in-laws in 

California. As we drove down the coast, I had many hours to think about the stories in an 

unstructured way, and I took notes and drew images to match the thoughts I was having. 

But mostly, I think that time was helpful in its lack of structured approach. My mind had 
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time to allow the stories some breathing room, and when I returned home, there were 

three stories from participants that stayed with me more than the others, and I wanted to 

explore telling each of them in more detail. I felt that each of these three stories 

represented something important related to this study, and these stories complemented 

each other in interesting and productive ways.   

 I contemplated how I wanted the stories to be told, and realized that I had a 

number of decisions to make. I knew in what order I wanted them to be told, so my first 

task was to spend significant time with each transcript, highlighting sections of the 

interviews that I wanted to include in the script. Then, I created a sort of imagines 

storyboard for each narrative, to create a sort of monologue from each transcript, creating 

each one to have a beginning, middle, and end of some kind. In essence, I reordered 

much of what was spoken in the service of creating a coherent narrative. Part of this 

process was to eliminate the interviewer voice from the script I was creating, which 

meant that I occasionally changed minor wording here and there, but never changing any 

meaning.  

 In addition, the resulting “characters” that I created by focusing mainly on three 

participants’ individual stories were composite characters, of a sort. While I relied on the 

actual words of my participants in creating the characters and narratives, I added some 

details from other participants’ stories that I felt were worth including. These details 

came from the data and were included only in ways that fit well within one of the three 

stories. This is done in part to protect anonymity, but also to include details that are 

meaningful from other stories, but would not otherwise be not included in the script. 
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 One example of the way in which this was done is present in Marla’s story. There 

is a moment when Marla talked about her father’s feelings regarding others in their 

community and his place in the social hierarchy of their town. I added to this by 

including a detail about the streets of their town being organized by alphabetical order, 

and that one knew one’s rank in the town by the street on which one lived. This detail is 

not from Marla’s narrative, but it is from the narrative of another one of my participants. 

This is a telling example of the way in which I incorporated details from other narratives 

to create composite characters, in that the overall meaning of the story was not changed, 

but a detail was added from someone else’s story. 

 Writing each narrative also helped me in the analysis of the data. Writing has 

always been an important analysis tool for me, and this project was no exception. In one 

of the arts-based panels I attended at ICQI, arts-based researcher Patricia Leavy (ICQI, 

2015) spoke of the way in which she chooses which artistic form each of her projects will 

take. She advised visualizing one’s data as a story and then capturing in writing the vision 

in the researcher’s head. When I engaged in this exercise, I immediately saw these stories 

as being performed on stage. In addition, the artistic process of making choices in 

crafting the narratives in script form helped me in a number of ways. First, it helped me 

see which elements of each story were important to highlight. In addition, it enabled me 

to see where dominant discourse seemed to be encroaching on the stories of my 

participants. Also, as I wrote, I pictured the monologues being embodied and performed 

on stage, which allowed me to imagine their emotional arc in their conversation. 
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Engaging in an imaginative visualization of these characters speaking on stage helped me 

to imbue emotional nuance into the script. 

 

Telling the Stories Together In keeping with the arts-based approach to which I 

eventually committed myself, after crafting the individual monologues, I was then left 

with the task of trying to tell these stories together. This process was, in many ways, the 

most difficult and fraught with imagined perils; and yet, it has come to be the most 

powerful analysis for me as a researcher, artist, and person. It was this demand of telling 

the stories together that revealed to me the underpinnings of many of my fears about this 

work: that our stories are deeply intertwined with the stories of others, and as such our 

stories are implicated in a history and present that many in the dominant culture in the 

U.S. would prefer to ignore, or at least to pick and choose when to become aware of how 

and in what ways our stories intersect. This realization did not, however, in and of itself 

solve any of the problems I faced in telling these stories together. At one point in the 

dramatization process, I attempted to include material from Claudia Rankine’s (2015) 

piece in the New York Times, entitled, The Condition of Black Lives is One of Mourning. 

Ultimately, however, I came to the conclusion that this did not work as I hoped it would, 

and I removed it. I talk more about this process in the next chapter of this dissertation. 

 

What I Expected to Find 

 Given the conceptual frameworks with which I was working, coupled with my 

own lived experience as a white mother from a working class background, I expected to 
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find evidence of both strong cultural discourses and narratives about motherhood and 

other, less predictable narratives operating in the lives of my participants. This working 

hypothesis was in keeping with a Foucaultian understanding of resistance to dominant 

discourse. In order to find evidence of this possible resistance to the dominant discourses 

of motherhood in the U.S., I focused on unearthing some of these less predictable 

narratives and an examination of some of the tensions between the dominant discourses 

and the less predictable narratives. 

 What follows, then, is a brief thematic analysis of the data I collected for my 

study. This analysis represents the beginning of the work in which I engaged with the 

data, and for which I intentionally made multiple readings. I do this in an attempt to move 

beyond any binary-based dualism in the analysis and understanding of the data, and to 

acknowledge the multiple and even contrasting interpretations of stories and experiences 

that inform this work. As I stated above, this is only the beginning of the work I did to 

tell these complicated stories. In later chapters of this dissertation, I will tell the stories of 

three of my participants in greater detail, in order to more fully characterize the richness 

of these stories.  

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I gave a detailed account of the process in which I engaged in 

order to produce this research. I offered some theoretical and conceptual groundwork that 

I hope will inform the reader as to the ways in which I approached this project. I then 

tried to give the reader a full understanding of what I did and how I did it. In addition, I 

highlighted the three-part analysis process that my methodological approach afforded me. 
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Finally, I ended the chapter with a set of themes that emerged from the interview data, 

while trying to maintain a commitment to making multiple readings of those themes. 

 In the end, despite the existence of these themes, I think it is important for the 

reader to know that the participants in this study often expressed a sense of being 

conflicted about their experience with upward mobility and their social class identities. 

Given the significance of this aspect of the data, I have written in more depth about three 

focal participants in an attempt to illustrate this inner conflict, among other details. The 

following chapter contains the script that was produced from these stories, and some 

further analysis of the narratives comprising that script, including the second and third 

parts of the analysis process. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NORMALIZING DISCOURSES OF UPWARD MOBILITY 

 74 

Chapter Four: Analysis Part One: Themes 

 

Introduction 

 In analyzing the interview data collected for this study, my intention was to focus 

mainly on the three individual stories of the focal participants, and to a lesser extent, 

think about the stories collectively as a whole. However, despite my commitment to 

examining each of the focal participants’ individual stories in depth, I could not deny that 

certain themes were present in the data. I decided to include them as the first stage of 

analysis, not as stable “truths,” but as multiple readings of the making and unmaking of 

the phenomenon (Vagle, personal communication, June 16, 2015) of upward mobility. 

 What follows is an examination of these themes and the ways in which they relate 

to upward mobility as understood by the participants of the study. In general, these ideas 

were included as “themes” in that they came up in a majority of the interviews. In 

addition, I chose to highlight these themes as the first stage of analysis for a couple of 

reasons. First, it was in keeping with the chronological order of the analysis process. 

Second, after considering the ways in which this dissertation could be read, I decided that 

it would be my preference that the reader have some familiarity with these themes when 

reading the other stages of the analysis. (This, of course, assumes the dissertation would 

be read in a linear fashion.) 

 The order of the presentation of these themes is also in relation to the chronology 

of events in the narratives themselves. I begin with the theme of “class in a ‘classless’ 

society” in relation to some of the underpinnings of the study as a whole. I then worked 
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through a series of themes related to upward mobility in the same general order in which 

they emerged from the narratives of the participants: “rural to urban” is related to the 

home communities from which the participants come; “marriage” refers to the marriages 

of the participants; “knowledge” and “education” relate to both the lives of the 

participants as well as to the aspirations they have for the lives of their children and their 

future success.  

 Finally, I would like to invite the reader to engage in further multiple readings of 

the themes I present here. As I mentioned above, I intentionally utilize the analytic 

strategy of multiple readings as a way to disrupt notions of stability in the phenomenon 

under study, as well as disrupting positivist expectations in research. In other words, 

while it became impossible to deny the emergence of certain themes from the data, I want 

to emphasize the importance of multiple readings to my work. 

  

Multiple readings of class in a “classless” society 

 As I have detailed in the previous chapters of this dissertation, my study was 

primarily focused on a set of inquiry questions related to dominant discourse around 

upward mobility and the reproduction of middle class norms in motherhood in the U.S. I 

have also noted that each of my participants self-identified as a white mother from a 

working class background who experienced an upward shift in mobility, and as such, 

qualified to participate in my study. I have not noted that, in recruiting for participants, I 

intentionally avoided providing any definitions of social class status. I withheld any strict 

definition of working or middle class because I was interested in how each participant 
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would make sense of these categorizations, and whether anyone would question the 

meaning (or existence) of these categories.  

 I found that while some participants did verbalize a sort of meaning-making 

related to the category of “working class,” none of my participants asked outright for my 

definition of this phrase; and in addition, neither did any of the participants verbally 

question or theorize out loud what it means to be ”working class” or “middle class” in the 

U.S. The fact that these phrases seemed to be taken for granted by the participants in my 

study implies that although we live in a society which professes to be “classless,” at least 

in comparison to some other western European countries, the notion of the U.S. as a 

society in which a number of classes exist is prevalent, and that there is an assumed 

hierarchy related to the categories of these classes.  

 Also, while I did not offer definitions to my participants of the categories of class 

to which I refer in this dissertation, I note that, within the participants, there were 

variations in how they made sense of these terms. Of the women who self-selected for 

participation in this study, some came from backgrounds that could be considered solidly 

working class. Their fathers were the primary or sole breadwinners (in all instances of the 

participants in my study, mothers either did not work outside the home or worked only 

sporadically), in “blue collar” jobs such as school janitor, bus driver, seasonal worker 

(Interviews, 12/15/2015; 01/22/2015) or farmer (Interviews, 12/15/2014; 01/12/2015; 

01/25/2015). Others grew up in circumstances that were closer to working poor or poor, 

subsisting mostly on government subsidies and subsidized housing (Interview, 

02/10/2015). Still others could have been considered lower middle class, their fathers 
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having held government jobs in small towns (Interviews, 01/22/2015; 02/03/2015). This 

speaks to the ways in which class in the U.S. is a complicated identity, and very much 

dependent on interpretation and can change in relation to different contexts in one’s life 

(Saperstein, 2006).  

 

Multiple readings of rural-to-urban as upward mobility 

 A second theme that emerged from the data in my study is the notion that if one 

moves from a rural to an urban environment, this act in itself enables an upward shift in 

social class. All but one of the participants in my study experienced such a move, from a 

rural hometown to an urban lifestyle, which coincided with an upward shift in social 

class. One of the participants, who became a focal participant, grew up in an urban 

apartment complex, subsidized by the government. Of the others, however, three of the 

participants grew up on farms, and the other four resided in small towns in rural 

communities before moving to larger urban areas. The participants who did not grow up 

in urban areas relayed similar stories about having left their home places to seek greater 

educational and professional opportunities. In addition, two participants spoke explicitly 

about a desire to leave their smaller communities (Interviews, 01/22/2015), and one 

spoke of a desire to move to a more urban area to escape what she saw as racist 

tendencies in her home community (Interview, 01/29/2015).  

 However, even though this move from rural to urban represented an upward shift 

in social class status for most of the participants in my study, there was not universal 

consensus about what this shift meant to them in their lives. For one thing, while the 
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move to a city may have enabled a more lucrative lifestyle in terms of employment 

opportunities and financial gain, some of the participants in my study also experienced a 

sense of loss related to this move, particularly if it took them and their families away 

from extended family or other communities they valued in their rural areas. One 

participant in particular worried that her children might be losing out on the opportunity 

to learn about growing and preserving food, and that this may represent an irreparable 

generational schism, in which certain important life skills are lost from that point onward 

in the family. As this participant said in reference to her grown daughter: “Her focus is on 

developing a career for herself in a way of being in the world that has nothing to do with 

being tied to the land” (Interview, 01/22/2015).  Another participant also expressed a 

sense of loss that her children would not know the ways of her farming family, but was 

simultaneously concerned about protecting them from some racist attitudes that she found 

to be entrenched in the rural area in which she came of age: “I think, on the one hand, 

I’ve seen…it can be really bad in (the city), too…. Just how racist people are further 

south and how socially conservative. I certainly don’t want to raise my kids in that type 

of environment” (Interview, 01/29/2015). 

 This participant also talked explicitly about the loss of having a community of 

people on which to rely. This participant has a high-paying, high-stress job in an urban 

area, and while she feels it necessary to maintain her current level of income, she feels 

that the area where she grew up has more to offer in terms of community and people who 

help each other out:  
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  Anyway, just, for me…not being sure who’s going to be watching your  

  kids, just scares me a lot. I have never had to just deal with it. I’m sure it  

  scares my siblings a lot, too, but they don’t necessarily feel like they have  

  the same choices that I have, to avoid those kinds of things. I also don’t  

  think it would be a—necessarily a bad thing to rely on my community  

  more than I do. (Interview, 01/29/2015) 

 

Another participant, who moved from her life in the country to living in the city echoed 

the sense of loss of community: 

 

  Everything I did was to get off the farm. Then you live in a place where  

  you don’t belong anywhere. (Interview, 12/15/2014) 

 

There is a clear sense of ambivalence in this statement. On the one hand, it reflects 

single-mindedness regarding her desire to leave her home community. While on the other 

hand, after achieving her goal to leave her family’s farm, she had lost the ability to feel a 

sense of belonging in her new place in life. 

 

Multiple readings of marriage as upward mobility 

 A third theme that emerged from the data in this study is that of marriage as 

upward mobility for women. If the theme above related to rural-to-urban as upward shift 

in social class is familiar, then the notion of marriage as upward mobility is (to me, at 
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least) depressingly monotonous. The notion that in the close of the 20th century and the 

dawn of the 21st, women are still confined to enacting certain (Jane) Austen-esque 

storylines of finding and selecting a marriageable male counterpart of promising social 

class prospects is beyond wearisome. However, this was universally the case for the 

participants in my study, and I would be remiss not to note it here. I am by no means 

assuming that the marriages of my study participants were somehow unhappy or based 

solely on gaining social class status. Indeed, not one of my participants stated that she 

“married for money,” or even considered upward mobility as a basis of her choice of 

matrimonial partnership. That does not change the fact, however, that marriage played a 

role in upward mobility for each and every one of the participants in my study. Indeed, 

several participants mentioned conversations with their own mothers about the 

importance of marriage and choosing a mate. For example, one participant’s recalled a 

conversation with her mother: 

 

  We were all expected to marry good people and be good moms and  

  housekeepers…. Only one of us really did, exclusively, be a stay-at-home  

  mom/housekeeper, homemaker-type person. My mom was clearly nervous 

  about us doing other things…. I think she was nervous about what   

  opportunities it would open up for us and the temptation it would open up  

  for us. She was right to be so. I remember when I was talking about  

  making a decision about going to college. She really wanted me to go to  

  the local community college. I said, “I don’t want to do that.” She said she 
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  was nervous that I was going to get too smart. I would not be   

  marriageable. She didn’t use those words. She kind of tried to say it’s very 

  difficult for men to accept a wife who is smarter than them. (Interview,  

  01/29/2015) 

 

Another participant put it this way:  

 

  I think my mother is an old-time sexist. She really just wanted us to get  

  married and not work and marry someone who would just take care of  

  everything so we could abdicate responsibility for our lives. (Interview,  

  02/10/2015) 

 

Each of these participants has a somewhat critical interpretation of the advice given them 

by their mothers, and from a feminist perspective, this critique is well placed. However, it 

is also possible that the concern these mothers were expressing was in relation to the 

material reality of their own daily lives as working class women, for whom higher-paying 

work was not easily accessible.  

 Perhaps a significant element of this common theme of marriage to a man as a 

path to upward mobility amongst the participants in this study is the fact that women in 

the U.S. still do not have the same earning power as men, and therefore, do not command 

the same pay as men. In this reading of marriage as upward mobility, most women will 

experience an upward shift in social class status simply by marrying a man, who is likely 
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to possess greater earning potential, solely on the basis of his gender. And since all of my 

participants were straight women, this was exactly the case for all of them. 

 As in the case of the previous two themes, the theme of marriage as upward 

mobility also contains other elements that complicate the story. For example, participants 

who married men from higher social classes than their own frequently had issues 

integrating the multiple and sometimes opposing perspectives that grew from the 

differences in their lived experience, and the tensions produced in this process could (and 

did) result in marital issues. In one case, a participant married a man from a significantly 

higher social class than the one in which she grew up, and she felt pressure to work in the 

financial field to attain the kind of status and wealth to which her husband was 

accustomed, and to move in the circles that this status afforded them:  

 

  He was from a wealthier background…..It was more comfortable than it  

  would  have been on my own, for sure….Honestly, there have been so  

  many times that I’ve contemplated an escape to something that I would  

  find more interesting or meaningful. One thing or another prevented that  

  from happening. (Interview, 01/29/2015) 

 

This couple eventually wound up divorced, perhaps in part because the tensions between 

them related to their differing class backgrounds proved too difficult to resolve.   

 Regardless of the outcomes of individual matrimonial unions, the fact that the 

participants in this study all experienced an upward shift in social class as a result of their 
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marriage or husband’s social class status speaks to the link between the nuclear family 

unit and the economic model of capitalism. The normative family structure within the 

U.S. capitalist system in which the paternal figure is also the main breadwinner and 

provider is proving difficult to dismantle, even as we enter the 21st century. This is no 

doubt due in part to the comparative lack of earning power for women, as noted above.  

 

Multiple readings of upward mobility as knowledge 

 A fourth theme that emerged from my data is that of upward mobility as a kind of 

knowledge to be gained rather than material advancement or an increase in monetary 

wealth. In each of the interviews I conducted, the participant eventually made reference 

to a desire to impart a kind of knowledge to their children that would allow those children 

to move through the world in a different way than they themselves (the mothers) found 

possible. There were numerous references to wanting to help their children see a different 

kind of path for their lives and to endow their children with the knowledge and skills 

necessary to create their “own kind” of life. Indeed, I was struck at the consistency with 

which this theme emerged. One participant who grew up on a farm recalled having a 

conversation with her parents about the importance of education, and her mother telling 

her, “Don’t live the life we’ve lived” (Interview, 01/25/2015). Another participant spoke 

of wanting a “very different” life for herself than the one she experienced in her early 

years with her family of origin, but that she did not necessarily think of it as an “upward” 

movement (Interview, 02/03/2015). In terms of her children, she wanted to impart this 
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ability to create a “different” life and hoped that in so doing, she had set an example for 

how to “pay their bills and enjoy life” (Interview, 02/03/2015).  

 This notion of creating a different and unique life path seems in many ways to be 

at odds with traditional notions of upward mobility. Instead, it could be interpreted as 

going directly against upward mobility narratives, and seeking a more creative and 

unusual set of possible lifestyles. The construction of upward mobility as knowledge by 

the participants in my study was also closely tied to personal experience in that each 

mother in my study had her own notion of what kind of knowledge would constitute 

upward mobility based on her own experience. For example, one participant had 

experienced in her own upbringing an emphasis on safety and security that she saw as 

being related to the working class identities of her parents. As a result, she became 

interested in seeking the kind of first-hand experience that would allow her to impart to 

her children knowledge about how to take more personal risks in life. To combat this 

sense of fear created in her she deliberately sought experiences that would make her 

uncomfortable, such as moving on her own to a large city, hoping for her own children 

that they would learn through her experience to “find what makes you happy. Flee” 

(Interview, 01/22/2015). 

 There is another way to read this desire, however, which seems to me to be 

closely related to upward mobility in the more “common” sense: It would seem from the 

data in my study that in order even to entertain the possibility of a lifestyle that might 

diverge from the norm, one must have attained a certain level of material security (and 

possibly even comfort). I say this because the participant who was the least interested in 
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her daughter having freedom to create her own unique path in life was the woman who 

grew up in the most impoverished circumstances. This is how she characterized her 

“ambitions” for her young daughter: 

 

   I mean, if she decides she wants to go to college to study art, I’m not  

  going to pay for it because I went to school with a lot of people who  

  diddled around and wasted their parents’ money for a long time, and then  

  they got jobs as secretaries. There’s nothing wrong with being a secretary,  

  but you don’t need a liberal arts degree to do it. Right now, Penny says she 

  wants to be a construction worker. Which I think sounds like a great idea.  

  It’s a useful trade. (Interview, 02/10/2015) 

 

 It is not difficult to imagine that if one were suffering the effects of significant material 

insecurity of any kind, it would be a kind of luxury to engage in the imaginative pursuit 

of creating a unique life path that is individualized and strays from well-worn storylines 

that represent the sort of material security that is lacking. In this reading, the notion of 

upward mobility as knowledge necessary for creating a different kind of life into which 

one might “find what makes them happy” and “flee” could be read as related to notions 

of “ontological expansiveness” as a feature of white privilege. As Shannon Sullivan 

(2006) writes in Revealing Whiteness: The Unconscious Habit of Racial Privilege: 
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  While non-white people often are compelled to live their space in   

  restricted ways, white people tend to manifest a habit of lived spatiality  

  that I call ontological expansiveness. As ontologically expansive, white  

  people consider all spaces as rightfully available for their inhabitation of  

  them (p. 144). 

 

The possibility that some of the mothers in this study may have had a sense of ontological 

expansiveness in the way they construct their children’s potential futures does not, 

however, mean that the mothers themselves all felt comfortable inhabiting middle to 

upper-middle class spaces. This is exemplified in statements related to class passing:   

 

  I feel like I’ll always be the outsider, and I feel like one day someone will  

  find out that I’m a faker and that I’m an imposter. They’ll realize that and  

  I’ll get my middle class card taken away, or something like that, you  

  know? (Interview, 02/10/2015) 

 

 And yet, there is a third possible reading of this desire for knowledge as upward 

mobility. It is complicated in that it, too, while appearing to be in opposition to a more 

accepting view of upward mobility, is bound up in the entrenched nature of white 

privilege: It is possible to read the desire for one’s children to “be happy” and “carve 

one’s own path” as a kind of resistance to cultural norms in the U.S. In other words, 

perhaps mothers from working class backgrounds may not have had the experience of 
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convincingly enacting a prescribed set of norms. Or, perhaps this resistance to upward 

mobility narratives might exist because mothers from working class backgrounds have 

seen their own family members working so hard simply to provide material security, and 

once that is established, there is a desire for the next generation to work less hard and to 

have more freedom in their own life choices. This is a theme that is present in 

nationalized discourse related to the American Dream, in which newly arrived 

immigrants work strenuously and for long hours at often physically grueling work so that 

each subsequent generation might profit from the fruits of that labor and work a little less 

hard. This narrative is linked to racialized, white identity in U.S. culture (Thandeka, 

2000). However, even if it is possible to read a sort of resistance to upward mobility in 

the responses of the mothers in this study, Sullivan (2006) might point to this as an 

example of the kind of habit of white privilege in which “ontological expansiveness” 

allows white mothers to imagine a way for their children to succeed outside the bounds of 

dominant cultural norms in the U.S. 

 This construction of upward mobility as a kind of knowledge also tended to 

position mothers from working class backgrounds as, to borrow a phrase from Heidi 

Jones (2013), class brokers. Jones’ use of this phrase was in reference to teachers from 

working class backgrounds who found themselves in the (often) conflicted position of 

helping students from working class backgrounds acquire the knowledge and skills 

necessary to enter the middle class, thereby often distancing them from their own families 

of origin. The mothers in my study found themselves in similar positions, although not 

with regard to school-related knowledge. Rather, the mothers in my study felt it was 
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necessary to have a certain kind of experience in their own lives in order to impart the 

knowledge necessary for their children to build a different kind of life for themselves. For 

example, there were multiple instances of the mothers in this study leaving the 

communities in which they grew up so that they could embody another way of being as 

an example to their children. One participant touched on this when speaking of her 

experience as the first in her family to go to college: 

 

  I didn’t care where I was going. That’s what mattered to me. I had a real  

  sense of wanting to go. Well, when I was in high school, I had a group of  

  friends and our whole objective was to get out of (hometown)…. I think I  

  had the mentality that somehow—which is interesting to think about. I’ve  

  never thought about this, but my grandparents came and they were just so  

  excited to get to America…to be settled there and to raise a family there.  

  My parents were so excited to be there and all I wanted to do was leave.  

  (Interview, 01/22/2015) 

 

 Many of the mothers in my study also felt conflicted about taking on the role of 

class broker. However, some did not question it, either because they did not see it as 

problematic or because their own backgrounds included experiences they did not want 

their children to share. Some mothers in this study expressed the opinion that an upward 

shift in social class would save the next generation from experiencing certain things, such 

as extreme financial deprivation or food insecurity. In some cases, both perspectives 
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seemed to be present simultaneously in the thinking of these mothers. For example, as 

one participant put it:  

 

  One fear I have is that as I pay other people to do these things for me  

  because I’ve made the choice to convert my time to money and to services 

  for things for myself rather than going directly to the services and things,  

  as I continue to do this, my skills and abilities to do these things for myself 

  atrophy, or I become lazy, eventually losing the freedom to choose a  

  simpler life for myself. Even more frightening is the prospect that my  

  children will not learn the skills in question, which could be similarly  

  limiting for them, assuming they have the freedom to choose their income  

  bracket as I do, but even more limiting if they find that they do not have  

  the same skills and abilities that I have that enable me to get a higher  

  paying job. (Interview, 01/29/2015) 

 

 In some cases, upward mobility was the norm, from generation to generation, 

from the poverty of the newly arrived immigrants, into the working class, and up to the 

middle class by the third or fourth generation in the U.S. But for other mothers, whose 

family trajectories did not include this smooth transition from immigrant poor to solidly 

middle class, their stories often reflected greater determination to achieve entry into the 

middle class, so that their own children would never have to wonder where their next 

meal would come from or how the rent would be paid. As one mother in my study put it: 
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  Oh my God. We totally have it made right now. If I can keep putting food  

  on the table and if we don’t have to struggle, we made it. We don’t have to 

  struggle so hard. I think that’s success. I don’t want a lot. I feel like our  

  house is huge. We grew up in this tiny apartment like a sardine can, and  

  now I feel like it’s just me and the girl and we have all this space, and I  

  feel like I can breathe with all this space. I feel a little bit decadent   

  sometimes having such a big house, but I really enjoy it. Not to say that  

  we don’t have it a little bit tight sometimes paying bills…. (Interview,  

  02/10/2015) 

 

As a mother, it is not difficult for me to understand that if one has experienced extreme 

material insecurity in one’s own life, the desire to protect one’s children from such an 

experience would be paramount. 

 

Multiple readings of education and upward mobility 

 One way that education came up in my data was in the relationship between 

educational discourses and upward mobility. It was striking that at multiple points for 

multiple participants, discourse around upward mobility entered into their stories at 

different points and in different ways, but very often in relation to education. Across 

many participants’ experience, they as young women either were not encouraged by their 

own mothers to pursue post-secondary education, or were actively discouraged (mainly 
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by their mothers) from doing so. This reluctance on the part of the participants mothers to 

see their daughters educated to a greater degree than they were may have been based on a 

fear of losing a connection to their child. As one participant of my study asked: “Did my 

mom ever dream when she sent me off to school that we would no longer have anything 

to talk about?” (Interview, 12/15/2015). Perhaps she did surmise the possibility that, if 

her daughter went to college, they might lose an ability to connect and relate to one 

another. This potential loss may explain the reluctance of these mothers to encourage 

their daughters’ educational aspirations.   

 There were other ways, however, in which education was positioned as important 

in the stories of my participants. One way that education played a role for several 

participants was in a growing awareness of social justice and antiracist work. Given the 

circles in which I find myself of late, a number of my participants have some working 

relationship to education, and of those in my study who do work in education, each of 

them emphasized the notion of equity in education and the importance of including 

marginalized perspectives in school settings. For example, one participant emphasized 

her current cross-cultural work with a leader in the indigenous population of her area and 

her ongoing commitment to racial equality (Interview, 01/22/2015). It is possible, given 

my stance on these issues, that two of the participants of my study may have expressed 

these ideas because they were aware of my opinions. However, in the other cases, the 

participants did not know me well enough to be familiar with my work or views on the 

issues of social justice and antiracist work. 
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Discussion 

 It is my hope that the multiple readings of the themes laid out in this chapter 

offered the reader a sense of the complicated ways in which the participants of this study 

narrated their experiences with upward mobility. Contrary to the picture of upward 

mobility painted in typical narratives of the American Dream, I found the narratives of 

my participants’ experiences with upward mobility to contain moments of agreement, 

gratitude, ambivalence, and loss. As I suggested in the introduction to this chapter, I am 

sure other interpretations could be found. 

 In thinking about motherhood and the construction of white femininity, I found 

that notions of upward mobility were indeed a prevalent theme, but (as mentioned above) 

in complicated and often partial ways. This complicated relationship between white 

mothers from working class backgrounds and upward mobility moved me to start 

thinking about the ways in which white privilege operates at a level of the unconscious, 

particularly with regard to notions of ontological expansiveness. This thinking was not 

without worry of inadvertently re-producing white privilege. Shannon Sullivan (2006) 

articulates this complicated and worrisome nature of white privilege in this way: 

 

  The relentless operations of white privilege can create a frustrating   

  situation for white people who want to challenge white domination. One  

  white feminist asks, “Does being white make it impossible…to be a good  

  person?” The answer to this question is that, while understandable, is the  
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  wrong question to ask. This is because it is a loaded question: it contains a  

  psychological privilege that white people need to give up, which is the  

  privilege of always feeling that they are in the right. White people should  

  not wallow in guilt about their whiteness. Such wallowing tends to be self- 

  indulgent and counterproductive to antiracist projects. But the purpose of  

  critical race theory and other antiracist work is not to protect their fragile  

  psyches, and so white people should not expect such protection if they are  

  to participate in that work. (p.184) 

 

 So, plunging ahead in the name of antiracist work, without heed for the “fragile 

psyches” of white people, I began to think about what it might mean that many of the 

participants in this study narrated a conflicted relationship between being white mothers 

from working class backgrounds and the narratives of upward mobility as exemplified in 

the American Dream. I also thought about the nature of loss that was a part of several of 

the narratives as well. These instances of feeling conflicted and a sense of loss seemed to 

represent moments when the identity of white femininity was in conflict with white 

privilege, at risk of coming undone. Of course, the very fact that there is something that 

could come undone in those moments is itself evidence of white privilege. But maybe 

this inner conflict and loss offers an opportunity to probe deeper into the constructed 

identity of white femininity, to examine what may or may not be lost in the construction 

of white femininity, how it was gained in the first place, and to whom we may owe a debt 

in the construction of white femininity. These questions sat uncomfortably in my white 
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female body, and hinted at a collective debt that, were I to face it alone, might provoke 

the kind of wallowing Sullivan so wisely warns us against.  

 These questions, though, took on a new urgency in the subsequent stages of the 

analysis of the data in this study, specifically with regard to the telling of the stories of 

my participants in the larger social context of racial violence. Not only was the notion of 

ontological expansiveness as a feature of white privilege very much in the forefront of 

my mind, the stark difference between the fears of non-white mothers with regard to 

potential violence against their children as compared to the relative lack of such fear in 

white mothers was impossible to ignore. Again and again, throughout the period of time 

in which I wrote this dissertation, I found references to non-white mothers and the state 

of mourning in the popular media, perhaps most distinctly in the writing of Claudia 

Rankine in the New York Times (2015). It was with this line of thinking that I 

approached the next stage of analysis, which was writing the dramatization of the data. 

Faced with the challenge of telling the stories of my three focal participants in this larger 

social context, I discovered that the stories with which I was working contained echoes of 

my own worry about racial injustice and being a mother. It was from the words of my 

participants that I took my cues about in the storytelling process. 

 

Conclusion 

 In the end, with regard to the themes explored in this chapter, I think the most 

important thing for the reader to know is that the participants in this study often 

expressed a sense of being conflicted about their experience with upward mobility and 
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their social class identities. Given the significance of this aspect of the data, I have 

written in more depth about three focal participants in an attempt to illustrate this inner 

conflict, among other details. The following chapter contains the script that was produced 

from these stories, and a subsequent chapter includes further analysis of the narratives 

comprising that script. Together, these chapters comprise the second and third parts of the 

analysis process. 

 One of the underlying assumptions embedded in the questions I was pursuing in 

this study was that becoming a mother was influential in terms of women’s stories taking 

a different direction, and perhaps a direction more conforming to social norms. I 

premised this assumption on my own experience as a mother, and the ways in which 

becoming responsible for another person’s life swayed my thinking and actions. Indeed, 

this experience heavily influenced my desire to pursue this line of inquiry in my 

dissertation work. 

 In the stories I collected, I did see evidence of such a shift in the lives of my 

participants, which will be detailed in the next two chapters of this dissertation. I read this 

shift, in part, as the influence of the role of mother in a white, patriarchal, hetero-

normative society (Barry, Osborne & Rose, 1996; Danaher, Schirato & Webb, 2000; 

Donzelot, 1979; Rose, 1999) as an aspect of the construction of white femininity 

(Deliovsky, 2010). Given that this was central to the work of this dissertation, parts two 

and three of the analysis address this in more detail, in the next chapters of this 

dissertation.  
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 And finally, I want to add a word about the significant role that personal 

experience played in the narratives of my participants and their views of upward 

mobility.  Reading over the themes I have outlined in this chapter, it is possible that a 

reader might come away with a more settled and cohesive sense of how upward mobility 

themes were present in the narratives of the mothers I interviewed. This is not, however, 

the case; and as such, the next chapter of this dissertation will be devoted to more 

detailed excavation of the specific ways that upward mobility narratives surfaced in the 

stories told by three of the participants of this study.  
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Chapter Five: The Script 

 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I will focus on the three stories that I have chosen for further 

analysis. I chose these stories for a number of reasons. One, I believe these stories each 

represent individual portrayals of complicated and particular elements of upward mobility 

narratives in motherhood in the U.S. that highlight themes for deeper analysis related to 

my thesis. In addition, I believe they each tell a compelling story, meaning that they 

portray real people, wrestling with certain elements of their lives that have real stakes in 

terms of the materiality of their lived experience; their stories, therefore, make excellent 

material for dramatized data (Saldaña, 1999, 2008). Another reason for the focus on these 

stories is that they are good stories, ones that stuck with me after reading them, and 

echoed in my mind, even when I was not actively thinking about which stories on which 

to focus for this study.  

 What is produced from the data, then, is necessarily a piece whose authorship is 

collective, in the sense that I as the dramatist have utilized the words of the participants to 

create something that would not exist if it were not for the blending of our voices. My 

role as arbiter of which words go where is the nature of artistic creation, in that it is 

ultimately an artistic vision that (for better or worse) drives the choices of what is 

included in the piece and how it is to be included. As a researcher, I have done my due 

diligence in terms of ethical practice in that I have not inserted ideas and experiences that 

did not come from the data. 
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 What follows is the dramatized data in the form of a script, comprised of 

monologues in which there are four characters, including myself. The three characters 

(other than me) are composite characters, based mostly on three participants’ stories, but 

I have included elements from other stories gathered from the data where I felt it was 

warranted to illustrate an important point that might otherwise not be highlighted in the 

narrative. Doing so did not, however, significantly change any participant’s individual 

story. Following the script is a deeper analysis of each of the participants’ stories, 

thinking about upward mobility narratives as an aspect of the construction of white 

femininity (Deliovsky, 2010; Frankenburg, 1993; Roediger, 1999; Thandeka, 2007), and 

some analysis of the process of telling the stories together. For the purposes of this study, 

I call these participants Marla, Ashley, and Anne.  

 

The Script 

This play is a work in progress. It is a multi-vocal script that is both a platform for 

specific stories of experience, as well as a site for the examination of shared elements of 

the stories, all in the service of a larger and on-going project of collecting and 

performing these stories. The play can be played as a one-woman show, or as a series of 

monologues played by different actors, much like Eve Ensler’s work (e.g., The Vagina 

Monologues).  
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The staging should be simple, with most of the spatial elements of the script being 

depicted through lighting, projected images, and a few props and pieces of furniture 

suggestive of the different spaces in which the stories are told.  

 

The use of music is encouraged, with special attention to the suggested songs in the script 

as written. The use of additional music, however, is also encouraged—particularly for 

the intent of updating and making the script more relevant to both the stories being told, 

the time in which they are told, and the current events of the day in which they are 

enacted. The choice of music should be considered both in the context of the stories in the 

script and current events that may shape the context in which the stories are told and 

heard. 

 

The stage is set, pre-set stage lights are on when audience enters. No use of stage curtain 

is necessary for the production.) 

 

(Music: Sinead O’Connor: Universal Mother, play these chosen songs, in this order as 

pre-show music: 

 John, I Love You 

 My Darling Child 

 Famine 

 Thank You for Hearing Me) 

(Lights go down, music begins to fade; When music is out, lights up.) 
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(Lights come up on COLLEEN, a white woman in her 40’s, seated on a stool, just down 

right of center.) 

 

COLLEEN:  Becoming a mother has fundamentally changed me. It’s made me, by turns, 

more loving, more fearful, more hopeful, and more radical. As in wanting change.  

 In the beginning of my life as a mother, my world actually became both smaller 

and infinitely huge. I could stare into my baby’s tiny face and feel the immensity of the 

universe being held in my arms. The steely strength of my love for this little being felt 

like a necessary bulwark against the innate fragility I felt about this tiny person and my 

ability to keep him safe. 

 As my son grew, and we ventured out into the world more and more, my concerns 

about that world grew too. Things that had bothered me before about the world and the 

way it works took on a new urgency as I prepared to let my child go out into it. But at the 

same time, the way the world works started to affect me too, and I began to question 

myself as a mother. 

 When my son started preschool, I began to notice a subtle shift in my perceptions 

about myself: I found that I was often comparing myself to these other mothers I was 

meeting. As I talked with them, I felt that my own mothering was under scrutiny. I began 

wondering if I should be enrolling my son in more activities, buying his clothes from 

certain stores, even getting his haircut at particular places. None of this had ever mattered 

to me before, in fact my previous, childless self—and the mother whose whole universe 
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was her child—surely would have scoffed at such wonderings, and yet these topics 

dominated the conversation every morning as we waited for the doors of the preschool 

classroom to open, our young children eyeing each other, some wildly entangled in our 

legs, others tightly gripping our hands, some giggling and talking loudly, others watching 

quietly, pressed into our sides.   

 I came to dread these conversations. Walking the few short blocks to school with 

my son, we always lingered over every opportunity for exploration, and shared some of 

our best conversations. Each day brought new possibilities for discovery, as we crossed 

the one busy street on the way, past the house where there was a big dog that sometimes 

would be out in the backyard, surprising us with his deep bark, and finally around the 

corner to the school. The sight of the school across the parking lot caused me to take a 

deep breath, as I girded myself for talking with the other moms, and the continued self-

scrutiny of endless comparison. 

 As I looked back on this time in my life, and in thinking about my life as a mother 

since then, I began to wonder why it was that this comparison seemed so unavoidable. 

What was it about becoming a mother that caused me to go “off script” in my own life 

and to seek to take up new (or old?) scripts about what it is to be a good mother? And 

where do they come from—these scripts that seem to be handed down and passed 

between mothers? 

 I became sort of obsessed with the question of whether other mothers were feeling 

this way. Not just that there was a “right way” to be a “good mom,” but that there was 

something more deeply cultural going on. Like there was this force out there, trying to 
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get us all to make our kids into perfectly formed little—citizens, ready to—do what? That 

was the part that I couldn’t put my finger on, and that worried me most.  

 After thinking about this for a long time, I began to see how this dominant 

storyline might be related to the social class one is a part of. I grew up in a small town in 

rural Minnesota, in social class conditions that, in economic terms, I would call working 

class (and sometimes working poor); although my dad was a writer and my mom was 

from a more upper-middle class background, so in some ways we were more middle 

class, but not middle class enough in my hometown. I have a lot of memories of my time 

growing up that illustrate this classed identity.  

 Like the time my dad was on the icy roof of our house, a small rambler, purchased 

by my mother’s grandmother, so we were really just renting it from her.  My dad was 

trying to string Christmas lights on a wire peace sign that he made, and then hang the 

whole thing from the roof of our house. He came up with the idea in response to our town 

council’s decision to have a competition for best Christmas lights display.  His 

unconventional design was his way of protesting the Viet Nam war and giving the finger 

to the powers-that-be that ran things in our rural community.  I remember feeling irritated 

embarrassment that we weren’t just doing a Rudolph thing or manger scene like everyone 

else, but then I felt guilty for feeling that, what with my dad risking his life on our roof 

and all.   

 My parents had me young, when they were only in their early twenties, and then 

my brother came along three years later. He and I went where my parents went and did 

the things they did, like campaigning for radically left political candidates, hanging out 
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with artists, writers, and students who were interested in protesting and political activism, 

and to the grocery store with our food stamps, scraping by on the income generated by 

my dad, who, without a college degree, held a number of manual labor jobs during the 

day, while at night and on weekends, typing away on his typewriter, working on his 

poetry.   

 When I was a real little kid, I remember occasional weekend outings, where there 

were both kids and adults, like having a picnic on the banks of the local river outside of 

town, me in my favorite maxi-dress of sherbet colored stripes, flitting about the legs of 

the often beaded, bearded, and long-haired men and women, also long-haired and beaded, 

wearing muumuus or dresses as long and flowing as my own breeze-blown cotton 

rainbow.  Someone would be playing music, there would be dishes of colorful bean 

casseroles and other homemade offerings in Tupperware on nearby picnic tables, and 

young men and women would be lounging on blankets, smoking hand-rolled cigarettes, 

listening to someone reading poetry, their own or someone else’s. 

 Other times, we would drive to a local flea market, browsing the musty, used 

books and rusted antique trinkets.  There was always a lake nearby for skipping stones 

and picnic lunches, and often an artist whose home we would visit.  Their homes were 

mysterious and bone-chilling, darkly barren houses, so free were they of the trappings I 

was used to seeing in the shag-carpeted family rooms of my friends’ homes.  Our family 

room consisted solely of second-hand furniture on plain grey tile, but the starkness of 

these artists’ homes went beyond even the pared down existence that I was used to.   
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 Sometimes we would travel to the farm of a local poet, who was a sort of mentor 

to my dad, who was still just starting out as a writer. The farm was a place of wildness, 

with tire swings and tree houses way up in tall trees, and no one to yell at you for 

jumping on the beds. My mom always brought my nightgown, as we never seemed to 

leave before dark, and jumping on the bed, I became “the littlest angel” in the glittering 

secret world of our childhood imaginings, the ceiling above the beds the only thing 

keeping all of us kids from flying closer and closer to the night sky. 

 All the while, my friends from school spent their weekends going to gymnastics 

and movies and having sleepovers—a world of middle-class order and comfort, and one I 

inhabited with what I hoped was an air of practiced ease. But I could never quite shake 

the sense that I don’t belong there; nor that the adult inhabitants of this world might 

frown on the kinds of weekend outings on which my own parents took my brother and 

me. I had friends who lived on farms too, and their weekends no doubt included a lot of 

time outside, much of it helping out with chores, and a mandatory trip to one of the local 

churches on Saturday evening, or Sunday morning—another experience I lacked, unless 

it was Easter, when we went to the Lutheran church of my mother’s family, or Christmas, 

when we went to midnight mass, at the Catholic church my dad’s family attended. 

 My sense of “otherness” only increased as time went on.  The early stirring of a 

child feeling different became an adolescent self-consciousness and concern that we were 

not a “normal” family.  My parents were living in accordance with their own values, in a 

way, I think, but it also seemed like sometimes there was no plan, and there were times in 

my young life that it seemed sort of unforgivable, that the trade-offs were too steep. We 
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never seemed to have the kind of stability my more conventional friends seemed to have, 

and it felt like what we really lacked was a kind of safety.  

 I think of my dad on our roof with his peace sign Christmas lights, which the 

grown-up me thinks is very cool, and as I think back on these childhood memories, I find 

myself questioning whose values I am embodying as I build my own family, and I can’t 

help but think that this is a subject worthy of my pondering, especially when I think about 

the danger of letting some normalizing script getting into my body, and writing over the 

script that I am trying to write in the life that I live with my children, and in the lives that 

other mothers live with their children. 

 So I decided to talk with some other women who are mothers, to see what they 

think about all of this. I talked with other mothers like me, who are white, and who came 

from a working class background but later experienced something they would call 

“upward mobility.” These are three of the stories that came from those conversations.  

(Lights down on COLLEEN. Music up: Germaine (Universal Mother), simultaneously 

being projected on screen: 

 

I do think that women could make politics irrelevant. 

By a kind of spontaneous cooperative action, 

the like of which we have never seen. 

Which is so far from people's ideas of state structure 

and viable social structure that seems to them like total anarchy. 

And what it really is is very subtle forms of interrelation 
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which do not follow sort of hierachical pattern which is 

fundamentally patriarchal. 

The opposite to patriarchy is not matriarchy but fraternity. 

And I think it's women who are going to have to 

break this spiral of power 

and find the trick of cooperation. 

--spoken by Germaine Greer 

 

Music and image fade.) 

 

(Lights up on MARLA, a white woman in her late 50’s, sitting in an office chair, center 

stage. There are bookshelves filled with books and plants. On the screen there is an 

image of an office that suggests a teacher’s or professor’s office. There is a pattern of 

light on the floor that suggests light from a window, and bright sunshine-like light shines 

down on MARLA from an angle through the imagined window.) 

 

 
MARLA: I had to get out of that town. Success in that town was being good—doing 

what you were told. I mean, education was always emphasized in my family as being 

important. But as a girl, I don’t remember any talk of a career or even any wishes beyond 

staying in the area and continuing the family line. I can understand why, in a way, since 

my family had immigrated from Slovenia and Bulgaria and come to this country for a 

better life for their families. For them, that was success. My grandpa from Bulgaria, the 
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story goes, stowed away on a ship when he was 13 or 14. He was so poor in Bulgaria as a 

goat herder that he told stories of tipping over the goats to suck their milk for food. So 

coming here and working in the mines was a great opportunity. Here, they could imagine 

a future for their families. 

 But for me, that town eventually seemed too small. What ethnicity you were 

really mattered because it was not “the melting pot” at all. There were sections of town 

where different groups of people lived, like the Italians or the Finns. My father had strong 

opinions about which ethnic groups were good and which weren’t so smart after all. 

There were always jokes about, “it takes so many ‘blank’ to ‘dot, dot, dot.’” That was 

standard fare. You just filled in the blank with whatever ethnicity. The streets were in 

alphabetical order, and everyone knew your ethnicity and your rank in the town 

according to the street you lived on.  

 I think it was hard on my father, being ranked that way, but my mother didn’t care 

as much. She cared because it upset my father. She just kept her focus on the family and 

doing the things she thought were important in terms of being a mother, like canning food 

and ironing. She even ironed the sheets. My mom was also the one who took us to mass 

every Sunday—we were Catholic—but my dad never came with us to church. There were 

Catholic churches for all the different ethnicities in town, Italian, Irish, Slovenian, etc. 

 I wanted to get out, though. And I had a group of friends in high school whose 

sole purpose was to get out of that town. Maybe we had a bad attitude about our town, 

but it just seemed too confining. My friends and I all joined the debate team, and I think 

they were just so focused on college and getting out of town, that it helped me see this as 
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a possibility too. I ended up applying for college, doing the applications all by myself—it 

seems like a miracle now that I did that, and I got into a college in the city. 

 I just never made any plans in my life. I didn’t think about my life. I just did 

things. For a while, before I left my town, I met a couple of “hippies” in the area who 

were revolutionaries from the Black Panthers who had come there to kind of hide out. 

They were white, but they had been with the Black Panthers and were sort of in hiding 

from some of the activities they had been involved with. I really gravitated towards them 

as part of that feeling of just wanting something different, and I ended up spending a lot 

of time with them before I left for college. I got involved with all kinds of things I 

won’t—I just don’t really want to go into…but it really launched me out of my 

hometown.  

 So, I went to college, and it was kind of awful. I was never afraid to go and leave 

my hometown, but that first year at college was really hard, and then I got involved in 

some crummy relationships with men, and it was just awful. Then, when I went back to 

my hometown for the summer, my friends from the Black Panthers had accepted Jesus. I 

felt like they were traitors—I mean, this revolution was great and now what are you 

telling me? Alice kept telling me, “It’s about Jesus.” Then, as things kind of devolved for 

me, she said, “I just want you to try it. Try it, you’ll like it.” She said, “You just have to 

say you believe in Jesus and you want him to be in control of your life, and it will 

change.” I said, “Okay,” because it was such a little point—and it did. 

 Yeah. That was my story. From there, it’s like God took it from there. Then I just 

kept meeting people and I went into the Peace Corps, and I remember thinking, “Okay, 
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Lord. I’m in the Peace Corps now. I’m really going to do this thing.” It’s scary. I was 

single, on an island, where in this town we’re being told we might get held up and there 

are rapes going on, and I was kind of like a little nervous. I look over and there’s this girl 

on the bus—we’re supposed to be reading a book about this island, but she’s got a Bible 

stuck in it, and I thought, “Well, she’s my girl.” Leeann—we’re still friends today. She 

just lives in another suburb. And I wanted to be in Ocho Rios or Montego Bay. But God 

had other plans. It’s amazing because when you tell people you were in the Peace Corps 

in the Caribbean it’s like, ah ha. Right. Playing tennis or whatever. But it’s not like that. 

Actually that area has the highest rate of attrition because it was so dangerous.  There was 

all this drug stuff going on, and then if you got involved in that—it was just crazy. 

  I got sent to this little remote place and I was the only white person there, and I 

was this Peace Corps worker working with the little kids and the teachers. There was a 

Methodist missionary family and they adopted me, and then a Jamaican family who had a 

Bible study every night, and they adopted me. And I still know all of them. It was just 

great. My friend, Leeann, she had to leave because she couldn’t take the pressures of 

Montego Bay. I was fine because I was who I was. I was the Peace Corps volunteer and I 

had a role. Sometimes people would bother me or say something to me, but someone 

would tell them off right there, “No, no, no, no, you don’t understand. Peace Corps! 

Peace Corps!” It was a God thing, because I had prayed, “Oh Lord, don’t let me go 

there.” But my contrast is one day I decided not to pay attention to what the Peace Corps 

had told us, and I went off to Montego Bay and then on to Negril to meet some friends. 

When I got off the minibus in Montego Bay, Fidel Castro was there having one of his 
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anti-U.S. rallies. They just took one look at me, and this whole throng started closing in. I 

thought, “Oh boy. I’m in trouble.” 

 I didn’t know what I was going to do. Then a big man with dreadlocks and long 

fingernails—a Rastafarian—they don’t cut their nails, either—he walks over to me and 

he says, “Come by me.” I said, “Okay.” He says, “My sister. My sister. My sister.” He 

just kept telling everyone. I told him I was Peace Corps and going to Negril. He said to 

me, “Get on the bus.” He walked with me till I could get on my bus, and I just felt like he 

was a Rastafarian angel sent to me because I was in big trouble. 

 Now, in the work I’m doing, we have a program called reconciliation studies, 

because I think as a middle class white person, it’s just really hard to see. I mean, I can 

never know another person’s experience but I can try to understand it. I was talking with 

someone in this program who is Native American, and we were actually thinking about 

upward mobility, and he said he could never think of it as an individual thing—only 

collectively—as a people. He says it’s a Native thing.  

 And I can see how this upward mobility operated on me through my children. I 

just assumed my children would go to college, whereas my parents assumed I would 

finish high school. I remember my oldest, he liked to work on cars and in tenth grade he 

built a lowrider car out of nothing. I mean, he got this shell of a car and he figured it all 

out and he made it go up and down and jump and hop. And I thought, “My gosh. This is 

how you want to spend your time?” I could understand it was his passion, but I really 

wanted him to go to college, and it never occurred to me that there might be another path 

for him. He kind of had it in his head that he would go to community college for a year 
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and then just see what happened, but I said. “No. You are going to a four-year college 

and you will just have to show them you can do it.” He did graduate, in five years, and 

ended up with about a B average, which was pretty good for him, because he partied a lot 

and got distracted. He said to me about a year ago, “You know, there are these other tech 

programs that might have been a better fit for me.” (Sighs. Pause) 

 My daughter is really focused on her career. She wants to be a nurse, and she is 

just single-minded. She doesn’t know anything about cooking or any of the things that 

were important for girls to know when I was growing up. She isn’t even thinking about a 

relationship yet, which is good, I don’t want her to get married too early, like some of her 

friends, but sometimes I wonder if she’s missing out. I wonder what she thinks about 

relationships and all of that, and if maybe by focusing so much on her career she isn’t 

missing out on some important things in life. 

 My son ended up getting a job with his BA in sociology. He didn’t need the BA to 

get the job, but they gave it to him because he has one. He had that job for about three 

years, but now he is just feeling kind of lost, I think, wondering what his life means now 

that he has this degree…. (pause) 

 Just yesterday a friend of mine came back to work, she’s just had two babies and 

she’s African-American, and she just has so much anxiety about her kids. They’re boys, 

and 25% of African-American boys end up in prison. I had a friend 25 years ago who told 

me that. I looked at her—and our kids would play together—and I looked at her and 

thought, “Boy, nothing like that has ever crossed my mind.” You know what I mean?  
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(MARLA laughs) It should have, because of the way my son is turning out. He likes to 

carry guns. (MARLA laughs again, somewhat ironically) I probably should have been.  

 

(Lights down on MARLA, as music comes up, All Babies, (Universal Mother).)  

 

(As music and image fade, lights up on ASHLEY, a white woman in her late 30’s. She is 

standing at a desk piled with papers and bills, down left of center. On the screen is an 

image of an upscale urban apartment. As she speaks, she occasionally looks at some of 

the papers, reshuffling them into different piles. This is done absently, though, and never 

as a distraction from her speaking.) 

 
 
ASHLEY: (calling offstage) Just help your brother with the cheese. I’ll be right there to 

make dinner, but share the cheese with your brother so he doesn’t get too hungry. (to 

audience) I just got back from preschool conferences, and I got some news I wasn’t really 

expecting. The discussion was all about how my four-year-old son needs to work on 

using his words, not his hands. (shakes head) I didn’t really want to go there, but the 

teacher brought up our custody issues. I don’t know, I really feel like his dad is falling 

down on that. I mean, it isn’t a super streamlined transition from one household to the 

other. So I’m just really focused on that, even though it’s kind of an immediate survival 

kind of thing. I want to give them a stable environment. I feel like everything else hinges 

on getting that stable. 
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 When I met my ex-husband in graduate school, and then bounced around the 

country to follow his academic path—little did I know I would wind up pregnant before 

he would finish. At that point, I was already working at a job that paid me a ridiculously 

large salary—I hated it, but it helped us a lot when he was in grad school. So then, once I 

had a child, I didn’t feel like I could just quit. If anything, I felt even more responsibility 

to try and monetize my work. Sure, I would’ve preferred to be at home and spending time 

with my son, but…. 

 That is one thing my parents seemed to have plenty of—time. I mean, more so my 

mom—but even with my dad. He worked in a machine shop and had some control over 

his hours. But it allowed my mom to stay home with us and my dad spent as much time 

as he could with us, even with the job. He would usually go to work early and then get 

home shortly after we got home from school. I was just saying the other day that we 

didn’t have a lot of wealth in the monetary sense when I was growing up, but we were 

privileged in other ways. Like, living on a hobby farm, my mom always had a huge 

organic garden. We ate better than most everyone else I knew, and we never could have 

afforded that kind of food in a grocery store. We were able to provide a lot of those kinds 

of things for ourselves, partly because we had the time. We heated our house with wood 

that we chopped down ourselves. (pause) 

 I don’t know, though. I mean, there are lots of things I like better about being in a 

more urban area. My mom was always self-conscious about being from a rural area. 

When she married my dad and they moved to the city, I think she was trying to acquire a 

more cosmopolitan sensibility or something. Which is weird, because she was always 



NORMALIZING DISCOURSES OF UPWARD MOBILITY 

 114 

worried that if I went to college, I might become too smart and not be “marriageable” 

anymore. But then they went back to the rural area anyway. I don’t think it mattered to 

my dad at all, especially since they eventually left the city. It was definitely part of the 

whole “white flight” thing. I remember them telling stories about how my older sister had 

a friend who was black, and they didn’t want my sister going over to her house because 

she had older brothers.  

 But I’ve seen it be really bad here in the city too. The racism…but it does seem to 

get worse the further south you go, and I don’t want to raise my kids in that kind of 

environment. At the same time, I really miss the space and the trees, and the possibility of 

exploring for hours, without any adult supervision, which you can’t really do in the 

suburbs so much. I mean, you kind of can. Not at the ages my kids are at. Really, they 

could just go off into the woods at my mom’s house. But maybe I’m exaggerating that. 

You probably still don’t want a four-year-old gone for four hours. You know. It’s 

different…. It would be nice to be able to garden. It would be nice to just take hikes from 

my house. Yeah. There’s good and bad about both. 

 I was just thinking about one of my most important boyfriends, in the past—he 

was originally from a family with two working parents and a fairly high income, in a 

more urban area, or suburban area. I remember having conversations with him about how 

my parents showed that they loved me directly, by doing things for me, directly. 

Investing time and energy in me. His parents showed him that they loved him indirectly, 

by going to work at jobs they didn’t like and making money and buying things for him. 

And it felt different to me. I felt like I had been more genuinely loved. Just being able to 
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be with my parents—them spending more time with me. I mean, ideally, both of my 

parents would have been able to spend time with me and both of them would have been 

able to do some kind of work. That’s what I feel would have been ideal, as a child. Partly, 

they could spend time with us because we lived in a rural area and things were less 

expensive. If gas prices had been what they are now, it would have been a lot more 

expensive. It got more expensive as time went on, what with my dad’s commute. I think 

if we had lived in the city, it would have been a lot harder to pull off, spending that time 

together.  

 So much of my income goes to childcare. I can feel good about making sure my 

kids have a really good childcare experience, but it’s just kind of a bummer spending that 

money on childcare—means I have to make choices about my employment that could 

take me away from them. It’s this awful cycle that I hate. I would love to show my love 

for them more directly. I’ve found myself in this other way of doing things, where rather 

than just spending time with them, I’m making money. That’s a bummer. I would like to 

do that differently. Again, I don’t really want to be a stay-at-home mom. I don’t think I 

could do that. But it would be really nice to have some kind of balance. (sits) 

 I’d like to find that balance, but in a sense, I’ve become cultured to this kind of 

life. I think it happened at college. It was really an adjustment phase. They treated their 

students like privileged students would like to be treated. I think that’s kind of how it is in 

liberal arts schools. I think, on the one hand, it was this kind of ridiculous—the lifestyle 

we got used to there. On the other hand, if they hadn’t subsidized all this stuff, it could 

have contributed to the wealthy kids living that well anyway, and the poor kids feeling 
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like they weren’t part of that community. I feel like there was an adjustment for me, just 

getting used to having nice things and nice spaces and hanging out with people who, a lot 

of them, were from wealthier backgrounds. And I think I got used to that, to a certain 

extent. 

 And my job right now—I make stupid money. I don’t like my job. It’s more 

money than I need. (pause) That’s not true. I need a lot of money for legal battles. Other 

than that, it’s ridiculous. Again, it’s one of those things where I wish I could choose a 

different path. I feel like I have to choose this extreme of making a ridiculous amount of 

money or choosing a different path entirely and making not very much. Starting over in 

something totally different and not making enough money to cover basic needs, 

including, unfortunately, what I consider to be really important legal fees over this 

custody situation—that’s just not an option right now. Everything feels so extreme right 

now. More than it ought to be. I wish there were more choices in between. What I’m 

choosing between. 

 Honestly, there have been so many times that I’ve contemplated an escape—to 

something more interesting or meaningful. One thing or another always prevents that 

from happening…. I mean, I know there are other choices. There are alternatives to this 

upward mobility narrative. My family is full of bohemians. I have two sisters now, who 

live in Mexico and don’t have formal employment of any kind. Just do all kinds of 

freelance stuff. Live in Mexico because it’s cheap. They take on jobs as they can get 

them, and for the most part they live on less than $20,000 a year. I have another sister in 

Albuquerque doing that too. None of them have kids. But I do have another sister who 
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does have kids. She has an arrangement with her ex-husband that she somehow works 

when her kids are away, so she doesn’t have any childcare costs. Again, freelance. I have 

another sister who is a massage therapist, really doesn’t make much money. She’s always 

miraculously able to get free childcare and subsidized housing, because her landlord likes 

her. You know.  

 They’ve always found ways to make things work. It seems a little scary to me, in 

a lot of ways. They haven’t had medical insurance for a long time. Maybe their kids had 

CHIP2. My brother was just diagnosed with stage four colon cancer. Thank God, he’s one 

of the people in my family who actually has health insurance. I don’t know what my 

other family members would have done. I mean, even though it sounds like there isn’t 

much that can be done, at least they can do what they need to, to take care of him…. 

 Anyway, for me, not having health insurance and not being sure who will be 

watching your kids, that just scares me a lot. I’ve never had to deal with it. I’m sure it 

scares my siblings a lot too, but they don’t necessarily feel like they have the same 

choices that I have, to avoid those kinds of things. But I also don’t necessarily think it 

would be bad for me to rely on my community more than I do. When there’s a family 

crisis, like with my brother, all the other members of my family are able to jump in with 

their time and energy and efforts, directly. I have to say, “Well, I have this forty-hour-a-

week job that I have to do. Maybe I can send some money.” It’s so crazy. My freelance 

sister in Mexico has a friend whose father’s a pilot. She manages to have these free trips, 

if she hangs around at the airport for a couple of days, until there’s an opening. Things 

                                                
2 Children’s Health Insurance Program, or Children’s Medicaid.  
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like that. She can just be in Mexico and then come for a month and take care of my 

brother, or whatever. I can’t do that.  

 So, I do have examples in my life of other ways to do things. (pause) It just seems 

really scary and hard, as a single parent. Because I’ve also seen ways in which, that kind 

of bohemian, really free way of living can be insecure and damaging to kids. My niece, 

who is actually two years older than me, had some really serious drug issues growing up, 

and she was homeless for a couple of years. My sister decided to take a job in California 

when she was a junior or senior in high school, and my niece didn’t end up finishing high 

school. She lived with felons. Was in weird relationships with men. Like sixteen or 

seventeen years old. (pause) I don’t think my sister really thinks about how her choices 

impacted her daughter’s behavior. I really worry about that kind of thing. There are trade-

offs. Big, big trade-offs are possible. 

 (pause, stares into space for a moment, then slowly at first) I feel like I’ve put my 

security and my whole self into the hands of my employer. I serve at their, you know…I 

do my thing for them. They take care of me. That feels really limiting. It feels like I’m 

not in control of my own life, in a lot of ways. I mean, financially, I’m pretty secure. I’m 

not stressing out about that part. There are always things to stress out about, but it’s not 

that. 

 (slight commotion off-stage, then sounds of young voices, calling for “mom”) 

 (rising) I better get back to them. They’re only four and seven. (smiles in the 

direction of the voices) They’re good kids. 
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(Lights down on ASHLEY, music up, All Apologies (Universal Mother).) 

 

(Lights up on ANNE, a white woman in her late 20’s, sitting at a second-hand dining 

room table. Behind her is an old, battered-looking upright piano. On the screen is an 

image of the interior of a large, old house, furnished with second-hand furnishings. 

PENNY, her four-year-old daughter, sits at another chair, “writing” and drawing in a 

notebook.) 

 

ANNE:  I grew up living below the poverty line, in subsidized housing. My father was 

from a more upper-class background, but he drifted away from his family and ended up 

totally broke, and in this lower class lifestyle, but when I was growing up, it was just 

what we knew. It was just normal, but I always got this feeling that they resented the 

poverty in a way that we didn’t, because it was different from the way they grew up.  

 They both suffered from mental illness—that was part of the reason for the 

unstable work situation. My father was the black sheep of his family. He was the “oops” 

baby at the end. He was twelve years younger than his three older siblings, and I think he 

felt unwanted by his family a little bit. When he was eighteen, he dropped out of prep 

school in the suburbs and New York and went on the road. It was the 60’s. That’s what 

you did, I guess. I don’t know. He lived on the road for years and had very little stability.  

 My mother’s path was really a lot more…she grew up here. Her family was more 

working class. Her father worked at the brewery. She had schizophrenia. She was in and 

out of the hospital a lot in her late teens and early 20’s. It was hard for her to have stable 
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work as well. I guess when she met my father they were both at that level. He’d pick up 

odd jobs here and there. He had epilepsy. He also suffered from depression, but his 

health, I think, prevented him then from working a lot. By the time I can remember 

anything we were on government assistance. We were on disability. Both of them were 

on disability. They would still work occasionally, but found it really difficult to hold 

down stable jobs.  

 I grew up in a subsidized apartment complex next door to a strip club. A lot of the 

strippers lived in my building. My mother would babysit for the strippers’ children. I’m 

sorry. It’s probably not kind to refer to them as strippers…but it informed my view of the 

world. 

 I think my mother is an old-time sexist. She really just wanted my sister and me to 

get married and not work and marry someone who would take care of everything so we 

could abdicate responsibility for our lives. My father was really caught up in day-to-day 

survival and not concerned with the future as much. They really weren’t overly 

concerned with academic success or us going to college or anything like that. Growing 

up, I just assumed that going to college was not in the cards. I had this idea that there was 

probably financial aid somewhere, but I thought, “If I don’t have $50 for an application 

fee now….” 

 But I worked. I worked at a fabric store. Retail. Now, I work at a different fabric 

store. Much better, much better job. As a teenager, I just worked retail. I just started 

working to make up the gaps in what wasn’t being taken care of at home, like the grocery 

budget. I’m younger than my sister, and I don’t want to sound arrogant, but I was always 
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the more responsible one. My older sister was flailing for many years. Now she’s 

working on her Ph.D. She’s the serious academic, ambitious one. I never went to college. 

People have said we’re resilient—I guess so. People say that, but it’s hard for me to see 

it. It just was what it was.  

 My dad, on the other hand, had a path all mapped out for him by his parents, and 

he really rebelled against that. The private schools and all that. I think he was really still 

very rebellious and very inclined to let us forge our own path, when, really, I think what 

we probably needed was a little more of a guiding hand. A little less freedom….  

 He really enjoyed his own personal narrative, if you know what I mean. Being a 

rebel. Being an outsider. Being a black sheep. When you’ve strongly identified with 

being an outsider, it’s really hard to allow yourself to be accepted and in the fold and all 

that. He was always imagining that everybody hated him. My mother, my sister, we all 

hated him. It’s like, “No, we really don’t hate you that much. You just enjoy being an 

outsider.” 

 After my sister and I left, he moved out. My parents stayed married until he died a 

few years ago, but when we were little, he was in and out. There were times we didn’t see 

him for a few months. That stabilized later on, but I think he didn’t enjoy having 

responsibility. It felt burdensome. Maybe he didn’t want us to have that burden in our 

lives. 

 My mother’s illness, her schizophrenia, was a lot more erratic, I remember, when 

we were little. As we got older, I think it stabilized a bit. Part of it, I realize in retrospect, 

is that we were making her crazy. Well, not us specifically, but the stress of having two 
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young children was definitely influencing that. She was really wrapped up in her own 

head a lot of the time, and really just in her own dark place. She wanted us to get out. She 

wanted us to get out of where we were. She wanted us to succeed, and it was about 

getting married and finding a mate, but it was also just in a more general sense to have a 

better life than that.  

 Her family was working class, but I think with my dad, she still felt like she had 

moved down in the world. I mean, she definitely had financially. She thought she 

deserved better. She was always trying to…what’s the word…interfere in a benevolent 

way, with our friendships. She didn’t want us to mix with people she thought were the 

wrong class for us. It seemed really weird to me at the time, because we were just like 

them. (pause) 

 We were living the exact same life as these people, but I could still see what she 

meant. There was a difference. (pause, thinks for a moment) I think language is one of 

these things that’s a real obvious indicator. My father was really literate. He loved to 

read. He grew up in really fancy schools, and he read to us a lot. He made us love to read, 

and he had intellectual conversations with us. All these things shaped this amount of 

language we had and this grammar and vocabulary. We did not see this as much with 

some of the other kids we grew up with. I mean, they were mostly native English-

speakers, but people who are less literate. (pause) Even now, I feel like this is—whether 

it’s right or wrong—a real strong indicator of class. 

 But it wasn’t just language—it was behaviors. Kids who were getting in petty 

crimes and behaving badly, disrespectfully. It always seemed weird to me until I got 



NORMALIZING DISCOURSES OF UPWARD MOBILITY 

 123 

older and understood where they came from. It seemed so weird to me because we were 

just like them. We were these kids. We lived in the same building. We went to the same 

school. (pause) 

 I think about this all the time. I think about my background all the time. I’m going 

to cry a little bit. I hope that’s okay. I’m just a big crier. (pause. Cries silently for a 

moment.) When I was getting ready to have her (indicates daughter) I was terrified. You 

know? I thought, “Am I broken? Am I so broken that I’m going to be a terrible mother?” 

(Notices daughter is scribbling in notebook.) You taking notes? Thanks, Penny, for 

taking notes on my life. (laughs through tears) I feel like it’s really worked out. I feel like 

I’ve left a lot behind, which is good. When my father was dying, I thought about 

forgiveness a lot. My mother got cancer. She had breast cancer, and she was doing chemo 

for months, and as soon as the chemo was over, they’re like, “Oh, now your dad needs a 

triple bypass.” It was Christmas and everyone’s like, “Yeah! Mom’s done with chemo. 

She’s in remission. Yeah! Oh, no. Dad’s dying. Okay. Awesome.” He hung on for a 

couple of months, but he was gone pretty quickly. It just felt like the universe was 

screwing with me. Anyway. (pause) 

 I had this opportunity to think about forgiveness and it’s hard for me to feel like 

forgiveness means everything’s okay now because it’s not. I just can’t admit that nothing 

bad happened, because it did, and that shapes me. Not having had enough food, being 

hungry. I’m still mad about that. I think I’m allowed. Yeah, I think about that a lot. 

 I hear this a lot: I hear people say. “Oh I promised myself when I was a girl that I 

would never do this thing that my mother did, like read my diary, or say I couldn’t go on 
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a date” or something. I’m like, well, the only thing I ever promised myself that I wouldn’t 

do was not provide food when I had the ability to do so. That’s a really easy one, I think. 

Somehow, my parents managed not to do it. Somehow the money was always going on 

gambling and cigarettes and garbage when there wasn’t food. That shapes me. (pause. 

Breathes for a moment, as if what she has just spoken sapped her of some strength. 

Then,) 

 When you are poor, you’re not your best self. It’s very easy to be a good person 

when all your needs are taken care of. 

 

(pause) 

 

PENNY:  Mama? It’s not raining anymore. Just snowing.  

 

ANNE:   I see. I bet there’s going to be ice all over the roads. I hope your dad’s okay.  

 

PENNY:  Yeah. I hope his school bus stays on the road. 

 

(pause) 

 

ANNE:  My husband used to work at Whole Foods. He was the systems administrator. 

Now he’s a bus driver, because he got laid off. They eliminated his position. That was 

hard. There was a loss of income, but I still never feel like we are anywhere near the level 
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of struggle that I grew up with. I don’t mind having to postpone things, or to cut my 

grocery bill slightly as long as we’re still eating something decent. That’s success for me. 

I have a job too. I work part-time. I wanted to be at home with her (indicates Penny) 

because, first of all, not having gone to college, my earning power is pretty pathetic, but 

then also I just really wanted to be here for her childhood. When I think about Penny’s 

future, I don’t really have big ambitions for her. I don’t really want to saddle her with…. 

I just want her to be financially stable, and I want her to be happy. I want her to do a job 

that is worth doing. (slight pause) That’s not true. I guess I do have ambitions to saddle 

her with. I mean, if she decides to go to college and study art, I’m not going to pay for it, 

because I went to school with a lot of people who diddled around and wasted their 

parents’ money for a long time, and then they got jobs as secretaries. There’s nothing 

wrong with being a secretary, but you don’t need a liberal arts degree to do it. Right now, 

Penny says she wants to be a construction worker.  

 

PENNY:  Yep. 

 

ANNE:  Which I think sounds like a great idea. It’s a useful trade. (pause) I want her to 

be able to support herself. I want her to have a skill or a trade or something. Going to 

college and learning for the sake of learning is great, but it’s not going to pay the bills. I 

want her to be able to pay the bills. I want her to be able to be on her own and take care 

of herself. I don’t care what she does. My mother just wanted me to get married and have 

a man to take care of me. So I guess in that sense, I succeeded in her eyes. When I met 
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my husband, he said, “You know, you’re going to be a teacher one of these days.” I’m 

like, “You’re an idiot.” But I do. I teach sewing now, and I work in the store, and I write 

the store blog. I have all these little things that I do for them. And it’s great. It feels like a 

career. It’s not just…. Everyone says, “Oh, it’s retail, but it’s something you like.” I’m 

like, “Well, yeah. It’s retail, but it’s a career. It’s for real.” I love it. It’s a real community. 

People who are really passionate about sewing. That’s really important to me. 

 One thing that’s important to me about Penny is I don’t want her to grow up to be 

snobby. I fear she will look down. We talk about poor people now as if they are someone 

else. And I guess they are now. When we donate to charities, like Heifer International, 

the catalogue comes to our house, and I’m like, “These are poor people. This is what their 

life is like.” So I feel like I want Penny to grow up and not be snobby, even though I 

know we’re not at that level anymore. We’re in a higher class than I grew up in. You get 

proud when you’re down, and I thought if anybody’s too good to eat hot dogs, I can’t be 

friends with them. I was really angry at this idea of privilege. Now, I’m not going to eat 

hot dogs. Hot dogs are gross. We’re vegetarians now, but the ideal of not being snobby 

and not being too good for something. I want to make sure—I mean, to try. That’s just 

my fear, though, that Penny is going to grow up feeling like maybe she’s too good for 

something because we’re up here now. Which is so different from where I came from. 

 I’m so intensely aware of the privilege that she is growing up with. It makes me 

irritated to see others just blind to the privilege all around them. All the stuff she has, that 

I did not have…. I want her to grow up to appreciate it. I want her to grow up and be 

grateful for things like running water. I turn the light on, and lights happen. We have this 
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garden. We have our little patch of green that we can run around in and grow food and all 

this stuff. Just really simple, basic things that are huge gifts. 

 And I don’t think I’ll ever feel like I’m really a member of this class, because I 

came from such a different background. They can’t see the wonder they have all around 

them. The things I hear people say sometimes. I belong to this knitting group with moms 

from ECFE3 and we’re sitting and knitting, and some of the things I hear them say, I 

think, “Do you even hear yourself?” I mean, just talking about, “Oh, well. We are 

considering private school for our kids. It’s $100,000.00 a year, but it’s their education.” 

I’m like, “Do you even hear the words you’re saying?” (pause) I feel like I’ll always be 

the outsider, and I feel like one day someone will find out that I’m a faker and that I’m an 

imposter. They’ll realize that and I’ll get my middle class card taken away, or something 

like that, you know? I just feel like this idea of this mid-century, last century American 

dream, of we’re all going to have a house and a chicken in every pot, car in every 

driveway, was so alien to me because it was something that other people had. And I’m a 

big time socialist on this one. When we were growing up, everything was subsidized, and 

we were on public health. We went to the doctor, and I was so amazed when I learned 

when I was about eight years old that you had to pay money to see the doctor. The doctor 

costs money? Are you freaking kidding me? I mean, I grew up with this idea that it was 

just a socialist society because I just assumed everyone just goes to the doctor, and you 

just give them your government health card, and you just go to the doctor. They just take 

care of you. Your utilities are included in the rent, and all this stuff. When I got older and 

                                                
3 Early Childhood and Family Education: Parent education program for parents of 
children birth-age 5. 
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realized that wasn’t the case, I thought. “What is this? What is this sick world we’re 

living in?” 

 That’s really my ideal now. I think what we need to be doing is just taking care of 

everybody and giving them the basics of life. (pause) 

 

PENNY:  Mommy, you, my mommy, was not born in a middle-class life, but then you 

became—because now you’re middle-class, and before you were poor. That rhymes. 

 

ANNE:  That rhymes. (smiles)  

 

(pause) 

 

ANNE:  If I can keep putting food on the table, and if we don’t have to struggle, then 

we’ve made it. We have arrived. I used to make this joke. I got this piano for free. I used 

to make jokes that I knew I had arrived in the middle class because I have this piano, but 

it’s out of tune and no one ever plays it. That’s what every middle class friend I ever had 

always said. I was like, “Wow. You have a piano?” They’re like, “Yeah. Nobody plays it. 

It’s out of tune.” I would think, how can you just ignore this sign of opulence and wealth 

in your home? (slight pause) 

 I did learn how to play it. And I do get it tuned. 
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(ANNE smiles slightly. Lights down on ANNE. Music up, Tiny Grief Song (Universal 

Mother)  

 

(Lights up on COLLEEN, as music fades) 

 

COLLEEN: So, did I find the answers I was looking for? I do think the mothers I spoke 

to shared with me a sense that we felt this pressure to conform to a certain narrative, and 

to raise our kids according to certain middle class norms. And of course, I couldn’t help 

but think about how this same pressure applies to mothers and children of color, and what 

the dangers are for them in a culture that establishes norms according to middle class, 

white identity. And I kept thinking about loss….  

 

(Cut of lyric from Sinead O’Connor, Famine:)  “If there ever is going to be healing, there 

has to be remembering, and then grieving…. There has to be knowledge and 

understanding.” 

 

(Music fades into, Sinead O’Connor’s, Germaine, leading straight into Fire on Babylon, 

lights down.) 
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Chapter Six: 

Analysis Part Three: The Focal Stories   

 

Introduction 

 The work of research and analysis is always that of production. In dramatizing the 

stories of my three focal participants, what I produced was in part a script of the 

dramatized data. Given that my study was concerned with discourses, it is necessary for 

me to acknowledge that the script that I produced is itself a sort of discourse, and that it is 

certainly influenced by the discourses that inhabit my body. In addition, the script was 

produced after the production of the multiple readings of the themes I highlighted in the 

previous chapter, so the discourse of the script is no doubt influenced by my readings of 

those themes. What follows in this chapter is my analysis of the discourses produced as a 

part of the script.  

 As I worked with the stories presented in the script, I began to notice that there 

were parts of the stories that had a familiar ring to them in terms of a dominant cultural 

script, and other parts that were less familiar, in terms of dominant narratives of upward 

mobility in the U.S.  For this reason, the work of analyzing these stories is an attempt to 

read both with (familiar) and against (unfamiliar) the grain of narratives that reinforce 

upward mobility as an aspect of white femininity (Deliovsky, 2010; Frankenburg, 1993). 

What follows is my attempt to read each story with this approach in mind. 

 Some of the analysis will take this form more explicitly, in Marla’s case, for 

example, in which the analysis is structured according to familiar and unfamiliar 
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storylines; while the analysis of the other stories are an examination of this nature, with 

less emphasis on that form because the individual stories are not suited to this format. In 

each case, however, I will read the stories for the elements of upward mobility as a facet 

of the construction of white femininity (Deliovsky, 2010; Frankenberg, 1993). I will 

conclude the chapter with some final thoughts on the analysis of all three stories and the 

added material in the script. 

 

Marla 

 “I just never made any plans in my life.”  

Sideways mobility: Away from the Iron Range, towards the Black Panthers and 

Jesus  

A familiar storyline 

 Marla’s story of upward mobility is one that results in an upward shift in social 

class status, but it is one that follows a route that is more zig-zagging than upward in any 

kind of straight line. Marla grew up on the Iron Range in the 1960’s and 70’s, an area in a 

northern state so named for the mineral that was, at one time, in abundant supply in the 

natural rock formations of the area. Marla’s story begins when she was a teenager “on the 

range” at a time when the neighborhoods were still ethnic enclaves, each with their own 

shops and places of worship, and Marla was restless. Marla’s story of life in a small town 

was familiar to me, rife with themes of a desire to move away from her home and 

discover what else the world had to offer her. I asked her if she thought these teenage 

desires were about upward mobility, whether having a “better life” was any part of her 
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motivation for wanting to leave. She paused as she considered this, and responded with, 

“I just wanted a different life than what my parents had” (Interview, 01/22/15).  This is 

a refrain with a familiar ring, one that is echoed in the notion of the “American dream,” 

in which each subsequent generation is entitled (and expected) to build an existence on 

the shoulders of the previous one; however, Marla did not say she wanted a “better” life 

than her parents, only a “different” one. Although this desire for creating an existence of 

her making can be read as resistance to the norms of white femininity, the fact that Marla 

believes she has the ability to create this life for herself can also be read as a kind of 

white privilege related to middle class norms and values (Sullivan, 2006).  

 Marla describes her parents’ social class status as “blue collar,” her father having 

worked in the mines before her birth. After Marla was born, her father held jobs as a 

janitor and a then as a bus driver. Early in Marla’s story, she tells of the way in which her 

father is upset by his ranking in the community in terms of social class and ethnic status. 

In response to this, she describes her father as telling ethnic jokes that reflect his own 

opinions about who is smart and good. This can be read as an act of upward mobility, in 

that Marla’s father is seeking to create a divide between himself (and his family) and 

those he deems beneath them in the social hierarchy of their ethnically divided town 

(Roediger, 1999; Thandeka, 2007).   

 Marla describes her hometown as “not a melting pot,” but rather a place 

segregated by ethnicity: “Italians, Finns, Slovenian.” Marla came to believe the reason 

for her grandparents’ emigrating was that they were “coming for a better life.” This 

phrase is a familiar part of the American dream and notions of upward mobility, but can 
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mask a number of things. For one, it is a notion that is often romanticized, and 

deliberately obscures the reality that many people who came to the U.S. from other parts 

of the world did so under duress: some as slaves and indentured servants. It also, of 

course, obfuscates the reality that there were already nations of people living in what 

“settlers” came to call the U.S., and these newcomers to the continent were by and large 

not interested in recognizing this existing population as equals. There is also the fact that 

many who came to this country in subsequent generations (possibly like Marla’s 

grandfather) were so poor or so oppressed as to be desperate enough to make the 

wrenching choice to leave their home country and make what was in all probability a 

dangerous journey in search of some means of survival for themselves and their families. 

 In addition, the very notion that one could improve one’s life via upward mobility 

is one that is linked to the historical construction of white identity (Roediger, 1999; 

Thandeka, 2007). In an effort to gain social status, white Americans have, since the 

earliest days of this nation, attempted to climb into the upper levels of society, via 

upward mobility. David Roediger (1999), the Reverend Thandeka (2007) and others have 

claimed that this was in no small part an attempt to become “more” white, and distance 

themselves from the lower classes, many of whom were people of color.  

 Marla knew that to be considered a success in her family, she must be seen as 

“being good, doing what you were told, and (valuing) education” (Interview, 

01/22/2015). Graduating from high school was important to her parents, whose own 

educational careers had ended before college was even a consideration, so no emphasis 

was placed on college for Marla. She surmised that, as a girl, no one expected her to have 
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any career aspirations at all. In fact, she remembers that her high school guidance 

counselor said she was “not college material.”  

 Marla constructs her mother’s expectations for her as primarily related to 

becoming a wife and mother, roles that were important to her mother and that re-inscribe 

white femininity as in the service of patriarchal hierarchies (Deliovsky, 2010). While 

Marla herself sees a college education as an important path for leaving her small town 

existence and gaining access to a wider world, Marla’s mother is mainly concerned with 

traditional roles of women. This too can be seen as a narrative of white femininity, in 

relation to notions of the ideal mother (Deliovsky, 2010). 

 In leaving her hometown, Marla also left behind a particular lifestyle, one in 

which she found little value at the time. The domestic arts of growing and canning 

vegetables were among the homemaking skills deemed important by Marla’s mother, but 

not taken up with any enthusiasm by Marla herself; although now she has come to see 

them as valuable skills, and finds it especially ironic that she rejected practices that have 

come to have new value in the realm of contemporary artisan (“hipster”) circles. Marla in 

some ways feels pulled to impart the value of these skills to her own 22-year-old 

daughter, who is studying to be a nurse practitioner with the goal to “make a lot of 

money, but (she) does not know how to cook and has no interest in gardening” 

(Interview, 01/22/2015). Marla’s daughter’s aspirations are described as purely 

professional. Her focus is on developing her career and “her way of being in the world 

has nothing to do with being tied to the land” (Interview, 01/22/2015). Instead, she will 

just “go to the store or go to Papa Murphy’s.” Marla feels that she should appreciate the 
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fact that her daughter is so career-oriented, but instead she feels ambivalent about what 

her daughter values: Marla sees her daughter defining success in a different realm—one 

she perhaps sought for herself as a young woman, but has now come to question for its 

rigidity.  This could be read as an example of Marla reproducing the norms of white 

femininity espoused by her mother, given the emphasis on traditional domestic values 

and an expressed ambivalence about her daughter’s focus on her career. However, it 

could also be read as Marla’s recognition that her daughter may someday come to realize 

that an emphasis on career can be an empty promise in a capitalistic society that depends 

on workers ignoring the meaninglessness of their work. Perhaps what Marla is expressing 

is in part a desire for her daughter to connect to the things that were valued in her 

upbringing and lost in her upward shift in social class status.  

 

An unfamiliar storyline  

 “I didn’t think about my life, I just did it” (Interview, 01/22/2015). This is the way 

that Marla described her trajectory out of her hometown. She says she was “not ‘planful’ 

about it.” Looking back, Marla reflected that being a wife and mother has been very 

important in her life; indeed, that this “comes first, other things are fine, as long as 

mothering stuff can get done” (Interview, 01/22/2015). This in spite of the fact that Marla 

holds several upper level degrees and has studied under and worked with many 

influential people in her field.  

 Marla’s story is unfamiliar in others ways too, in that she never seems to be 

particularly concerned about “moving up,” or creating “better” opportunities than those 
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her parents had. Note that in her claim of wanting a different life, she does not stipulate as 

to the quality (better or worse) as related to the life she saw her parents lead.  So, it is in 

this parsing of the unfamiliar from the familiar that illuminates the vagaries of her 

circumstances in ways that seem to produce not a narrative of upward mobility, but rather 

a kind of sideways mobility.  

 When Marla was still “living up north,” she became friends with someone whose 

parents had been active members of the Black Panthers. This white couple and their 

children were at the time living undercover near Marla’s hometown, seeking sanctuary 

from their revolutionary life. Marla was befriended by this family and became involved 

in their movement and “got into all kinds of things” (Interview, 01/22/2015) she did not 

want to discuss with me. She did reveal, however, that this family became very 

influential in her life, and she adopted elements of their outlook and philosophy, all as a 

part of her desire to move beyond the horizon of her hometown. In aligning herself with 

this family, one can see another sideways-type move, one that seems unlikely to be seen 

as a path to upward mobility. It may, however, be linked to a part of the construction of 

Marla’s white femininity, in that it informs her future work as a white Peace Corps 

member in a mostly-black country. 

 After Marla’s first year at college, she saw a change in these friends’ lives as they 

moved away from their previous radicalism and towards an acceptance of Jesus in their 

lives. Marla saw this as “a new kind of revolution.” In light of this new experience in 

their lives, they turned themselves in to the authorities in Chicago for what I can only 

assume were crimes committed in the name of the revolution, but, in Marla’s 
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recollection, “no one cared anymore,” and they were allowed to remain free in their new 

lives. According to Marla, after “finding Jesus,” the couple applied their revolutionary 

zeal in other capacities. The man became a public defender, and the woman became the 

“ultimate supermom.” Marla referred to them as “back-to-the-land people,” who were 

connected with the “hippie community around the range.” Where once they lived in a tent 

in the woods, after their rebirth in Jesus, they built a house constructed solely of railroad 

ties. As Marla put it, “When they believe in something, they believe in it all the way.” 

Marla also noted that they were involved with Native American culture, which came to 

be an influence in Marla’s life as well, and may have been the beginning of her dawning 

awareness of the perspectives of marginalized peoples that influenced her path in the 

immediate future: Attracted to these ideas as another element of moving further away 

from her hometown way of life, Marla claims that “God took over” and, as mentioned 

above, she joined the Peace Corps.  

 Marla was one of the few white people on the Caribbean island where she was 

stationed while in the Peace Corps, but she managed to become connected to many native 

people through her Christian faith that was shared by people she met on the island. 

Despite her concerns about living in such a place, she recounted that it turned out to be a 

place where everyone got to know her, and thus, offered her “protection.” At one point, 

she took a bus into a nearby city to find that Fidel Castro was there, staging an anti-U.S. 

rally that she walked right into off the bus. She was initially frightened, being a young 

American woman alone in this city full of agitated demonstrators on both sides of the 

issue. Then, a man she describes as a Rastafarian materialized out of the crowd and 
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“rescued” her, saying, “Come with me, sister,” and taking her by the arm to escort her to 

another bus. He deposited her on the bus and told her in a kind but firm tone to get out of 

town. Marla felt strongly that this was another moment of divine intervention, remarking, 

“That’s a God thing.”  

 One way of reading this part of Marla’s story is to consider that her white 

femininity is being constructed through the larger narrative of needing “protection” on 

this island, related to old narratives of miscegenation and the need to keep white, female 

bodies and non-white, male bodies apart (Deliovsky, 2010). Marla’s claim that her role as 

Peace Corps worker offered her a kind of safe distance from any danger could be read as 

a part of this narrative. The construction of her white, middle-class femininity takes place 

in opposition to the black bodies around her, whom she has come to serve. However, 

Marla’s reference to her “Rastafarian angel” counters this narrative, in the sense that the 

actual threat in the moment she described is from the potential anger of the crowd based 

on their political beliefs and perceptions of the U.S., not necessarily a sexual threat to 

Marla. In this instance, it is the protection provided by a black male that ushers Marla to 

safety, which represents a disruption of the construction of white femininity as under 

threat from black male sexuality.  

 

A familiar storyline  

 As outlined above, some elements of Marla’s trajectory align with typical 

narratives of upward mobility, but there are also numerous events that do not correlate to 

a direct pursuit of a higher social or economic position. Marla’s trajectory seems more in 
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line with a her professed focus on creating a different life for herself than the ones her 

parents led in their small, iron range town. A more recognizable narrative of upward 

mobility seems to have operated, however, through Marla in relation to her children. 

Marla herself remarks that she can more easily see these narratives operating on her in 

the context of her relationship to her children. This is evidenced in multiple ways. For 

one, Marla professes that she always expected that her children would go to college. 

Although her son liked to work on cars when he was a teenager, Marla nonetheless 

wanted him to go to a traditional four-year college, to which he applied at his mother’s 

urging. He also applied to a small community college, however, for a program that 

focused on working with cars. Much to Marla’s delight, he was accepted into the general 

college of the large university, but he wanted to wait till he heard back from the 

community college before making his decision. Marla recalls that she told him, “No, you 

are going to the four-year college and you will just have to show them you can do it” 

(Interview, 01/22/2015).  

 Marla admits that she did not want to accept the prospect of community college 

for son, who ultimately spent five years at the university getting his degree in sociology. 

She reports that he “did pretty well—about a B average” (Interview, 01/22/2015). In a 

recent conversation of about a year ago with her son, Marla said that he told her that there 

were some other tech programs and degrees that might have been better for him than the 

degree he got in sociology. Marla feels that he is “lost in what does his life mean, now 

that he got this degree” (Interview, 01/22/2015). Marla feels some regret about having 

insisted that her son attend a university and not follow his own interest and passion. “It’s 
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helpful for me to talk this through” (Interview, 01/22/2015) she says, especially in her 

son’s case. But Marla is also wondering if her daughter is missing something by being so 

focused on her career. She wonders if her daughter might want to get married. She mused 

during our conversation, “Can you do both? I don’t know” (Interview, 01/22/2015).  

 It is somewhat easier to see the ways in which both upward mobility narratives 

and white femininity operate in Marla’s relationship to her children. In the case of her 

son, Marla is, by her own admission, extremely reluctant to accept her son’s aspirations 

of a more “blue collar” lifestyle, in spite of her professed valuing of this work. She made 

note of the fact that she often has lunch with the custodian in her building where she 

works, and that he was as welcome as any of her colleagues at their table. When it comes 

to her son’s future, however, upward mobility becomes the focus, as she exerts her 

motherly influence over his choices for post-secondary education.  

 In the case of Marla’s daughter, Marla expresses both satisfaction that her 

daughter has found a career path to which she is so single-mindedly dedicated, but also 

concern over the possibility that she is “missing out” on some important aspects of life: 

namely, a relationship and family. All of this in spite of the fact that Marla herself was 

initially seeking not a better life for herself, but just a different life—one that moved 

away from the traditional roots of her family and hometown. This is but one example of 

the ways in which two or more narratives can operate simultaneously. In this case, 

Marla’s narrative conveys a concern about her daughter’s focus on her career, which 

could be read as related to white femininity and upholding patriarchal systems. 

 Another way of reading Marla’s worry about her daughter’s intense focus on her 
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career success is that Marla was engaging in a critique of work as constructed within in 

capitalist system.  Marla may have been expressing a concern over the difficulty for all 

working people in capitalist systems to balance their work lives with their family lives. 

As such, this reading represents a moment of rupture with the dominant cultural discourse 

of upward mobility. This critique of upward mobility within a capitalist system is echoed 

by both Ashley and Anne in different ways: Anne talked of her desire for a more all-

encompassing social and economic safety net in the U.S. (Interview, 02/10/2015), and 

Ashley’s narrative contains multiple references to the challenges she faces with regard to 

balancing her career with finding time to spend with her children (Interview, 

01/29/2015).  

 
Ashley 

 
“There have been so many times that I’ve contemplated an escape….” 

 
“Upward” mobility: A single mom and perceived financial pressure 
 
 Ashley grew up in the southern hills of a state in the southern U.S., in a large 

family on what she describes as a “hobby farm” in an area she portrays as overtly racist. 

Ashley’s upward mobility takes a more straightforward route than Marla’s, but hers too 

lacks the smooth and unquestionably worthy ascendance suggested by typical upward 

mobility narratives. Ashley considers her change in social class status to have taken place 

partly in relation to her college years at a small, private liberal arts college, where she 

was surrounded by students from more affluent backgrounds than her own. She describes 

a process that she considered to be quite deliberate on the part of the college to cultivate a 
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more upper middle class sensibility in their students—a process about which Ashley had 

mixed feelings.   

 Ashley’s upward mobility was also due in part to the fact that she took a high-

paying job when her husband, whose social class background was more upper middle 

class, was a graduate student. This job afforded them a comfortable life during his 

studies, and was originally seen by Ashley as a temporary situation. However, Ashley 

became pregnant and gave birth during this time and thus began to feel the financial 

pressure that still mandates many of the choices she makes in her life. The need for 

financial stability in the lives of her (now) two young children drives Ashley to feel that 

the choices she has as a mother are limited. Add to this the fact that she and her husband 

are now divorced and embroiled in a custody dispute, and the pressure that Ashley feels 

to maintain a certain high level of income is both a perceived need, and also carries the 

very real necessity of having to earn enough to afford the legal representation required to 

fight those battles with her ex-husband. It is this specific pressure related to the legal 

conflict with her ex-husband that is part of what puts Ashley’s story in conflict with 

typical notions of upward mobility. This is not to say that divorce is an uncommon 

experience, rather that the demands of upward mobility that Ashley feels are different 

than those typical to upward mobility narratives in the American Dream. 

 Within Ashley’s story, however, there are also elements of upward mobility as 

related to white femininity worth considering. One example of this is in Ashley’s 

mother’s mixed message of wanting to become more cosmopolitan herself, while 

simultaneously worrying that too much education might make her daughter (Ashley) “too 
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smart, and not…marriageable anymore” (Interview, 01/29/2015). The notion of Ashley’s 

mother wishing for her to become an ideal wife and (presumably) mother is one in 

keeping with patriarchal construction of white femininity (Deliovsky, 2010). Indeed, 

Ashley’s mother’s desire to become more cosmopolitan could also be read as in keeping 

with white femininity in that her desire is positioned by Ashley as in relation to becoming 

a more suitable mate to Ashley’s father, whom her mother perceives to be more 

sophisticated: “My mom was always self-conscious about being from a rural area. When 

she married my dad and they moved to the city, I think she was trying to acquire a more 

cosmopolitan sensibility or something…. I don’t think it mattered to my dad at all, 

especially since they eventually left the city” (Interview, 01/29/2015). This desire for a 

more “cosmopolitan” identity could be read as related to upward mobility in relation to 

the construction of white femininity (Deliovsky, 2010).  

 Another example is in Ashley’s parents’ return to their rural area after a living in 

the city. Ashley recounts their move as “definitely part of the whole ‘white flight’ thing. I 

remember them telling stories about how my older sister had a friend who was black, and 

they didn’t want her going over to her house because she had older brothers” (Interview, 

01/29/2015). This can be read as a clear an example of her parents’ concern for keeping 

their white-bodied daughter away from the bodies of the black boys at the friend’s house, 

especially since they were older. This concern could be read as an attempt at keeping 

miscegenation at bay, by barring any contact between their white daughter and the non-

white older boys. This act was related to old narratives that constructed their daughter’s 
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white identity as something that needs protection from black maleness (Thandeka, 2007; 

Deliovsky, 2010). 

 Ashley also refers to the notion of balance a number of times in her story, mainly 

in relation to her working life and her life as a mother, and her inability to incorporate 

any sense of balance between these two aspects of her life. Her narrative reflects her view 

that the demand on her time in terms of the hours she must put in at work to maintain her 

level of income makes it impossible for her to create a different kind of life for herself 

and her children.  

 Ashley’s view of her experience of upward mobility stands in contrast to that of 

Marla’s. Marla expressed a specific desire to create a different life for herself than that 

envisioned by her parents and family members in her hometown. Ashley, on the other 

hand, tells of feeling constrained by the financial demands of earning enough to pay for 

legal representation, resulting in a sense of feeling trapped in her high-paying job and a 

desire to “escape.” Marla sees opportunity for creating a life based on following her 

passions wherever they might take her, whereas Ashley feels a lack of opportunity in that 

regard. So, in this sense, the material reality of each participant’s life circumstances 

seems to play a part in the way that they are making sense of their experience of upward 

mobility. 

 Ashley chalks up much of this feeling to the fact that she has young children, and 

that those in her family that she sees creating more “bohemian” lives do not. However, 

she quickly admits that one of them does have kids, but she does not seem to have the 

same concerns about stability that Ashley has. So perhaps it is this combination of 
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financial and emotional stability that is so important to Ashley that affects her more rigid 

experience with upward mobility. Marla, whose sense of upward mobility is both more 

fluid and less planned, has both her stable relationship with her husband and her faith in 

God that may influence her interpretation of upward mobility. Ashley, a single mother 

who admits to wishing she could rely more heavily on her community, experiences 

upward mobility in a very different way. 

 It is possible here to see links between Ashley’s white femininity and capitalist 

and patriarchal norms, given that Ashley expressed feeling pressure to maintain a certain 

kind of material existence for herself and her children. Ashley herself notes that she does 

have examples in her life of ways in which to live a more “bohemian” lifestyle, including 

several family members living in less traditional ways, which could offer her the 

“escape” she contemplates (Interview, 01/29/2015). However, I cannot help but weigh 

heavily the influence of actual material circumstances in Ashley’s experience of upward 

mobility. She is not seeking upward mobility to strive for some idealized version of white 

femininity as much as she is trying to earn enough money to fight her more affluent ex-

husband in court.  

 If white femininity is being exerted in Ashley’s narrative, it feels like it may be 

more in relation to her own conceptualizations of herself as a mother. She does seem to 

have very high standards for herself in terms of creating stability in a way that is in 

keeping with an emphasis on individual success and measured at least in part in economic 

terms. This can be read as reflective of the kind of upward mobility embedded in 

narratives of success in the U.S. and the American dream. In general, these narratives 
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follow a format of individual success and triumph, valorizing the individual’s economic 

success, even if it means moving away from one’s community (either physically, 

psychically, or both); and sometimes this movement away is even a goal of such success. 

I am thinking here of class mobility as a means of raising one’s racial status, that took 

place in the early years of U.S. history (Roediger, 1999; Thandeka, 2007), and that 

continues to this day. So, even as Ashley wishes for an escape route from the life she is 

leading, she is busy re-producing that life for her children, which may in turn make it 

difficult for them to imagine a different kind of life as well. I see this conundrum as 

reflective of white femininity’s power to re-produce whiteness, in that it can limit the 

possibilities women can see for themselves and for their children. It is easy to imagine 

that white femininity is both part of what keeps Ashley feeling trapped and part of what 

constructs her worry over whether finding an escape from the lives they are living would 

be the right choice for her children.  

 Thus, for both Ashley and Marla, white femininity reasserts itself through 

motherhood via each woman’s perceptions about their material circumstances and the 

need to provide for children within a patriarchal structure. In Ashley’s case, she cannot 

imagine a life in which she can both provide for her children and live outside the confines 

and demands of a high-stress, high-income job. For Marla, her initial concern regarding 

the possibility of her son to live a life that she conceives of as less than upwardly mobile 

illustrates the interaction between motherhood, upward mobility, and white femininity 

that represents a sort of double-bind: the desire for their children to succeed and be happy 
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is constrained by their perceived needs of material attainment in a patriarchal capitalist 

system. 

 
Anne 

 
“I’m so intensely aware of the privilege that she is growing up with.”  

 
Nowhere to go but up: A mom and her daughter talk about class mobility  

 If material circumstances played a role in Ashley’s experience of upward 

mobility, they are even more central to Anne’s story. Anne grew up in what she refers to 

as “the projects,” on subsidized housing and on assistance from the state. Both of Anne’s 

parents were diagnosed with mental illnesses that made it difficult for them to provide for 

their two daughters, Anne being the younger of the two. In addition to the mental 

conditions of Anne’s parents (or perhaps because of them), Anne also reports that they 

did not always choose to spend their money in a way that provided for their children, 

choosing instead to gamble or buy things other than food. Anne talks of her feeling that 

these early experiences of feeling deprived of such basic things as food and milk had a 

lasting effect on her and shaped the mother she would someday become to her own 

daughter, Penny. 

 Anne’s experience of upward mobility came primarily from her marriage to her 

husband. This story is indeed an old one, in terms of women and upward mobility (Rose, 

1999; Danaher, Schirato & Webb, 2000). Anne reports that her mother had often voiced 

just such a hope for Anne, who considered her mother’s perspective on this to be one of  

“an old-time sexist. She really just wanted us to get married and not work and marry 

someone who would take care of everything so we could abdicate responsibility for our 
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lives” (Interview, 02/10/2015). Anne’s statement clearly implies contempt for her 

mother’s way of thinking about a path to a secure future, and yet, this is indeed the path 

Anne ended up having taken. This could speak to the persistence of not only old 

narratives of white femininity as reliant on a (white) male provider, but also to the 

material circumstances that create barriers for someone who grew up without the benefit 

of a middle class existence to gain access to the kind of opportunities required to attain 

upward mobility on her own.  

 Once Anne attained upward mobility through her marriage and gained access to 

what she describes as a middle class existence, however, she describes experiencing a 

sense of imposter syndrome: 

 

  And I don’t think I’ll ever feel like I’m really a member of this class,  

  because I came from such a different background…. I feel like I’ll always  

  be the outsider, and I feel like one day someone will find out that I’m a  

  faker and I’m an imposter. (Interview, 02/10/2015) 

 

While other participants in this study expressed some feelings of ambivalence about 

having experienced upward mobility for one reason or another, such as feeling distanced 

from their families of origin or losing certain practices that were valued in their home 

communities, Anne voiced most strongly the feeling that she would “always be the 

outsider” in her new position as a member of this middle class. This may be in part due to 
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the fact that, of those I interviewed, she had the furthest to climb to experience the kind 

of upward mobility that would put her in the middle class. 

 Indeed, when Anne spoke of her childhood growing up on assistance, she 

mentioned that she and her family lived in subsidized housing where their utilities were 

all paid, they received health care from the state, and, as mentioned above, she 

remembers hunger marking many of her childhood memories. She talked of her lingering 

anger over this hunger: “Not having had enough food, being hungry. I’m still mad about 

that. I think I’m allowed. Yeah, I think about that a lot” (Interview, 02/10/2015). These 

statements illustrate the effects of Anne’s family’s lack of access to material capital on 

her sense of her own emotional state in the present. 

 Along with this anger over her personal circumstances, however, Anne expressed 

shock when she grew old enough to realize that not everyone was afforded assistance 

with the everyday expenses associated with living in society. She had assumed that 

everyone got help from the government to pay their rent, their bills and their health care 

costs, and when she found out at around eight years of age that this was not the case, she 

claims to have been “amazed when I learned…that you had to pay money to see the 

doctor. The doctor costs money? Are you freaking kidding me?” (Interview, 02/10/2015). 

Anne makes this comment after claiming that having experienced government support in 

her upbringing, she is “a big time socialist on this one” (Interview, 02/10/2015). In fact, 

she goes even further a few sentences later: 
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  I mean, I grew up with the idea that it was just a socialist society because I 

  just assumed everyone just goes to the doctor, and you just give them your 

  government health card, and you just go to the doctor. They take care of  

  you. Your utilities are included in the rent, all this stuff. When I got older  

  and realized this wasn’t the case, I thought, ‘What is this? What is this sick 

  world we’re living in?’ That’s really my ideal now. I think what we need  

  to be doing is just taking care of everybody and giving them the basics of  

  life. (Interview, 02/10/2015). 

 
Anne’s comment represents the very thing that many conservative members of the U.S. 

government use in their fear-mongering about the social safety net: the welfare queen 

who just wants to rely on government “hand outs” to take care of herself and her children 

rather than pulling herself up by her own bootstraps. This fictitious person is often 

imagined as a non-white mother, lacking education, initiative, and personal gumption, 

who would prefer to indulge her inherent laziness rather than go to work in order to 

provide for her family. In the little time I spent with Anne, I would not use any of these 

descriptors, and yet she has come to the conclusion that a world in which everyone would 

receive the basics of life from the government is the only remedy to a “sick world” 

(Interview, 02/10/2015). In essence, she is voicing the opinion of the feared and imagined 

welfare queen herself, demanding that to do other than provide for its citizens in need 

renders a society in a state of overall sickness. It is striking to note that this opinion is 

coming from a white mother whose experience has shaped her view of the world. That 

the trope of the “welfare queen” is usually depicted in the social imaginary as a non-
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white mother is itself an indication of the normalization of whiteness. The imagined 

welfare queen is rarely, if ever, conceived as a white woman who grew up in difficult 

circumstances that led her to a belief in the inherent cruelty of a system that fails to 

provide the basics for its citizenry. Rather, the stereotype of the typical welfare recipient 

in the U.S. is that of a non-white mother, with multiple children, intentionally taking 

advantage of a generational dependence on the state.  

 Anne’s personal experience with childhood hunger plays a large role in the way 

she narrates her thoughts on social class and upward mobility. For all the critiques one 

might have about upward mobility narratives (and I have made more than a few in this 

work), Anne’s story serves as a reminder that at times, in a system that fails to provide 

for the basic needs of its citizenry, upward mobility is necessary for survival. Whereas 

Marla and Ashley experienced ambivalence about their own upward mobility, Anne 

expresses mainly gratitude and relief that she was able to climb higher on the social 

ladder. At the same time, however, she is able to imagine another way of doing things: 

namely, a social safety net that would provide for the basic needs of all citizens. These 

contradictory notions indicate that Anne, too, experienced some sense of ambivalence 

about her change in social class status.  

 Anne voices concern that her daughter Penny might not appreciate all she has and 

may take for granted, compared to what Anne had as a child (Interview, 02/10/2015). 

However, Anne’s view of the harsh reality of a world in which one must learn to fend for 

oneself is reflected in the steely statements she makes later related to the need for Penny 

to learn to support herself: 
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  I mean, if she decides to go to college and study art, I’m not going to pay  

  for it…. I want her to be able to support herself. I want her to have a skill  

  or a trade or something. Going to college and learning for the sake of  

  learning is great, but it’s not going to pay the bills. I want her to be able to  

  pay the bills. (Interview, 02/10/2015) 

 

 Anne’s view on Penny’s future stands in contrast to the desires that Marla and 

Ashley expressed for their children. Each of these three mothers from working class 

backgrounds expressed the desire for their children to grow up and be successful. Marla 

was insistent that her son go to a four-year college, despite the fact that he had other 

desires. Ashley hoped that her children would not be tied to their employers the same 

way she has been. Both Marla and Ashley expressed ambivalence about these aspirations 

and hopes for their children. Anne’s view of Penny’s future, by contrast, seems most 

concrete in terms of her need to support herself, and Anne does not seem to be as 

ambivalent about this, despite her professed desire for a world in which the need for 

individual self-reliance is less necessary and potentially dangerous. 

 Perhaps, then, these three stories, read together, could be part of a larger story 

about how the place in which one starts on the social ladder has much to do with the way 

in which one comes to view upward mobility. In other words, those, like Anne and her 

family, who experience life at the lowest rungs of the social ladder and are in greatest 

need of improving the material circumstances of their lives may have less ambivalence 
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about the notion of upward mobility. Whereas starting out even slightly higher on the 

social class ladder, as Marla and Ashley and their families did, allows for their relative 

material comfort to color their view of upward mobility. It would seem to make sense 

that having achieved a level where day-to-day survival is relatively secure, one might 

begin to question their need for upward mobility, and to harbor some ambivalence related 

to this notion. It is also interesting to note, however, that Anne, having the most to gain in 

terms of upward mobility of the three people whose stories mainly make up this study, is 

also most critical of the need for such a thing and a system which renders upward 

mobility necessary to survival. 

 The ambivalence expressed in the narratives of the three focal participants of this 

study could be read as related to the sense of loss that each expressed in regard to her 

upbringing and subsequent experience with upward mobility. It is striking to me that each 

of these participants voiced some sense of loss in regard to upward mobility, in spite of 

the fact that each of them also expressed an explicit desire to leave their home 

communities. It is also significant that none of the focal participants expressed an explicit 

desire to acquire a higher social class status. Instead, in each case, there was something 

else underlying their desire to leave their communities of origin.  

 However, if we take seriously Thandeka’s (2007) assertion that for white people, 

social class is race and upward mobility is a process of becoming whiter, then this sense 

of loss could be understood as related to the process of becoming racialized. While I in 

no way intend to suggest that this process is worse for the white mothers in this study or 

that the consequences of racialization are the same for the women in this study as it is for 
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non-white women, this sense of loss related to racialization expressed by the mothers in 

my study could represent an opening for white people to see a path to solidarity with non-

white people. While the loss these white mothers felt in relation to upward mobility and 

white racialization cannot be compared to the mourning in the black community referred 

to by Claudia Rankine (2015), it may nonetheless offer white people an opportunity to 

see the ways in which the process of racialization in the U.S. is something that affects 

white people as well as non-white people.  

 

Analysis Part Three: Telling the Stories Together 

 My decision to write the data in the form of a script was one that I debated over 

the course of the year in which I designed and implemented my study. Even prior to that 

period of time, I was encouraged by many in my program (including my wonderful 

committee members) to utilize my background in theatre in my research, a notion to 

which I was immediately attracted. This attraction was not without certain worries, 

however. I was worried about the reification that artistic renderings can inadvertently 

produce. Specifically, I was worried that the production of something as concrete as a 

script, which relies on language being crafted in a such a way as to invoke certain 

responses in an imagined audience, might necessarily make multiple readings of 

experience difficult to portray.  

 I was also worried that having studied the experiences only of white women that 

this project could be seen as problematic in terms of trying to understand the complexity 

of experience in U.S. culture with regard to race. In fact, it was this worry that almost 
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caused me to avoid the dramatization approach altogether. I had originally conceived of a 

script being produced from this study that would be a kind of counter-narrative that 

would contain the voices of mothers from many different backgrounds. This is not, 

however, the study I ended up doing, which meant that I was not sure that my data and 

the resulting script could be considered counter-narrative.  

 In response to these concerns, as I waded into the data and began to try and make 

sense of it, I realized that Katerina Deliovsky’s (2010) work on white femininity was 

going to influence my analysis. In addition, I could see that I would draw on Thandeka’s 

(2007) assertions, which state in part, that “for white people, social class is race” 

(Lensmire, Personal Communication, 08/04/2015). Additionally, I was reminded that in 

Thandeka’s (2007) construction of whiteness, “working class whites are not white 

enough, and women are not white male enough” (Lensmire, Personal Communication, 

08/04/2015). Thandeka (2007) explains this in historical terms: 

 

  What is not self-evident, however, is the racial contempt of and protest by  

  these Euro-American and immigrant men against their own white racial  

  identities. Higher-class whites had called them vile, lazy, idle, animals,  

  humans without reasoning and capacity. They had been threatened with  

  extermination like the “native Indian” by one of America’s most   

  respectable newspapers if they did not become white.” (p. 71, emphasis in  

  original text) 
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In addition, given the fact that lower-class white women were of an even lower status 

than lower-class white males, I was particularly interested in thinking about the social 

construction of white femininity. 

 Another important factor, I believe, had to do with the fact that my work on this 

project took place concurrently with the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement, 

engendered by one horrific act of violence after another against black bodies, including 

multiple instances of police brutality and the often violent aftermath of each of these 

seemingly unending incidents. Then came the shocking and sickening event of the 

Charleston murders, bringing the debate about race and racially motivated violence even 

more urgently to the forefront of the national headlines.  

 It no longer seemed possible to write a script about white motherhood without 

acknowledging the realties that non-white mothers face in the U.S. every day. This 

presented a number of problems, however, in the writing of the script. First and foremost, 

I had not interviewed any non-white mothers, so I did not have similar stories with which 

to work. Part of the reason I decided not to do this in the first place was because I had 

concerns about the appropriation of stories from communities of which I am not a part. 

Now it seemed that in avoiding that issue, I had created a different set of problems.   

 Given the horrific acts of violence against the black community in the U.S. during 

the time I was engaged in this study, my inclination was to somehow attempt to include 

something about black mothers in the play. I also, of course, wanted to honor the stories 

with which my participants had entrusted me. So I began the work of constructing the 

script in a way that I hoped would accomplish both tasks. In so doing, I drew on the a 
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piece published in the New York Times by Claudia Rankine (2015) entitled, “The 

Condition of Black Life Is One of Mourning.” In an early draft of the script, I took 

excerpts from her piece and used them in a way that I hoped would be productive 

counterpoints to the stories of my participants.  

 After re-working the script several times, I ultimately decided against inclusion of 

Rankine’s writing. It still felt like appropriation, and rather than offering a counterpoint 

to the stories of my participants, it somehow weakened both perspectives. This was not 

an outcome I could accept. So, while I consider what appears in this study to be a first 

draft of a project that I hope will have life beyond this dissertation, the next step would be 

to find collaborators in an endeavor to make the entire project more collective in nature.  

  

Conclusion 

 My initial intent with this study was to gather stories that helped me think about 

ways in which dominant discourses and narratives about upward mobility shape the 

stories and identities of white mothers from working class backgrounds. The focus on 

upward mobility was chosen as an element of identity construction, which in the U.S. is 

intimately tied to the racialization of white people. This led to an inevitable inclusion of 

theories and analysis related to the construction of white femininity.  

 Taken together, I drew the following conclusions from the analysis of the data: 

Upward mobility discourses and narratives do indeed encroach on the stories that white 

mothers from working class backgrounds construct for and about themselves and their 

children. The extent to which this was true varied depending on the experience of the 
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individual, although there were shared themes across the stories. However, the ways in 

which upward mobility played out in the lives of my participants was by no means 

uniform and according to a rote script, nor was it necessarily a smooth process. Each 

participant had a different and conflicted relationship with upward mobility and the 

narratives surrounding it, and most also experienced some sense of loss and feelings of 

not truly fitting in to the middle class. In other words, their embodied sense of being 

working class was not easily shaken, and these participants were conflicted about 

embodying a different social class status. And while most participants were able to see or 

imagine alternatives to upward mobility narratives, the pull these more normalizing 

narratives had on their embodied and enacted existence proved to be remarkably resilient 

and persistent.   
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

 

Introduction 

 My work in this study started out with a question about the stories we tell as a 

culture related to motherhood, and the extent to which larger cultural stories infiltrate the 

stories we as mothers construct ourselves. As I worked on this project, I began to see that 

it was really taking place in two related realms: One, the realm of dominant discourses in 

narratives of motherhood and upward mobility; and two, the potential role of arts-based 

methodology in antiracist research. Given that the conclusion to this study is along these 

two tracks, I will address implications for both in this closing chapter, beginning with the 

former. 

 

Implications 

Dominant Discourses and Narratives of Motherhood in the U.S. 

 As I investigated the narratives and stories of my participants, I quickly ran into 

dominant discourses around motherhood and upward mobility that were deeply encoded 

in the stories of my participants. One important aspect of these dominant discourses was 

related to notions of upward mobility and social class status. This work has shown that 

these dominant discourses related to upward mobility and motherhood in the U.S. are 

both taken up and resisted by the mothers in this study, and the ways in which these 

dominant cultural stories influence individual stories vary greatly depending on 

individual experience.  



NORMALIZING DISCOURSES OF UPWARD MOBILITY 

 160 

 This led to inevitable feelings of conflictedness in the participants of this study 

about their own classed self-identities. These moments of conflicted identity happened 

when there was tension between the normalizing cultural discourses related to 

motherhood and upward mobility and their own personal narratives. This normalizing 

discourse asserted itself in the narratives of the participants often in relation to structures 

and systems, such as school and capitalist economic structures. When the participants of 

this study identified these moments of tension in their own narratives, many reported 

feeling a sense of loss. This loss was in relation to their home communities, families of 

origin, values and practices from their home communities in which they no longer took 

part, and their own early life experiences that they feared their children would not share.  

 In part, then, the narratives of the participants in this study wittingly or 

unwittingly reproduced cultural norms through their stories of motherhood and upward 

mobility. The reproduction of these norms may be related to the construction of 

motherhood as a part of an idealized white femininity, itself a patriarchal construction, 

both enforced by and enforcing the status quo. This white femininity is both constructed 

by the white, patriarchal gaze and in turn becomes part of the white gaze focused 

outward. Upward mobility as a goal to be attained has been the main mechanism for 

becoming whiter in the U.S. from the beginning (Thandeka, 2007). Since white women 

have a lower social status than white males the patriarchal system in the U.S., the demand 

for social class status plays an even more important role in the construction of white 

femininity than it does in white identity more broadly (Deliovsky, 2010). This pressure to 

attain a higher social class status as a feature of white femininity may have been in part 
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what led to the taking up of some of the normalizing discourses in the narratives of the 

mothers in this study. 

 In other ways, though, the narratives of the participants in this study did not 

reproduce cultural norms of motherhood. In this sense, the tension experienced by the 

participants of this study may be an indication that they were living a sort of conflicted 

white femininity. Perhaps it is these moments of tension and conflictedness that offer 

opportunities for changing the narrative. 

 

Arts-based Methodology in Antiracist Research 

 As I began the process of constructing a script from the data of my participants, I 

was highly aware that the ways in which stories are told could be both productive and 

problematic. I was quite concerned about this work falling into the latter category. My 

aim instead was to tell the stories of my participants in productive ways that critique and 

question the status quo rather than reify it. The challenge was to do this while avoiding a 

moralistic tone.   

 Given my stated concerns about artistic representation and storytelling, in 

producing the script for this study, I felt tasked with trying to find ways to both enact an 

antiracist artistic expression and to do so without taking an overly didactic tone in the 

work. The extent to which I succeeded in this endeavor is open to debate, as is all artistic 

expression. In addition, the process of creating this script reminded me of the need for 

multiple and diverse voices in antiracist work. My hope for the future of this work would 

be to collaborate with other artists and scholars to include multiple voices, and to explore 
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the possibility for works of art to offer a site for reflecting on loss related to social class 

mobility in the U.S. In addition, I am interested in exploring the possibility that this sense 

of loss could be linked to grief and mourning over the violent history and present of 

racialization in the U.S. To be sure, many stories are already put to use in antiracist ways, 

but this study made me think about the necessity of grieving the racialization process in 

the U.S., not only for people of color, but for everyone. For in the U.S., racialization has 

a violent history (and present), and we are all a part of that violence. Recognition of that 

fact, for me, can only lead to grief and mourning, and perhaps art and the stories we tell 

could play a role in that process. This is a notion that emerged as a process of the arts-

based methodology that I utilized in this study, and is one that I hope to develop further 

in my future work. 

 

Possible Critiques 

 If we are to find different ways of living race, as Ladelle McWhorter (2005) 

suggests, understanding our racialized stories as white people seems to hold particular 

significance. This project of living race differently, however, seems to bring with it 

several attendant dangers. One critique I can imagine being made of a project such as this 

one is that it re-centers whiteness in a discussion about race. Another critique might come 

in the form of questioning whether it is even possible to live race differently, particularly 

for those who are marked as different by the color of their skin. The very notion of living 

race differently could be conceived as another example of white privilege. And finally, I 

can imagine a critique regarding the motivations for such a project in that there exists in 
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whiteness a desire to somehow put race in the past, and to move beyond race into a “post-

racial” future.  

 Each of these critiques has merit, and I am sure others could be made. However, I 

will do my best to respond to the critiques laid out above, not in an attempt to assuage 

them, but rather to see if the critiques can help further my argument for understanding 

whiteness through our stories as being part of an antiracist project. First, I will turn to the 

problem of re-centering whiteness. I agree that this can be and often is a problematic 

element in work related to racialized identity in the U.S. Too often white people ask 

people of color to help them work out their own issues related to race, whether it is in 

seeking to understand racialization through the experience of people of color or in 

seeking a kind of forgiveness that might allow white people to put race issues 

comfortably behind them, in a way that people of color cannot in present day U.S. 

culture. However, racism is a problem of white people. For this simple reason, perhaps if 

re-centering whiteness takes place, there is a way of doing so with an antiracist purpose. 

By focusing on the construction of white identity through the racialized stories we tell, 

perhaps there is a way for white people to engage in a kind of critical interrogation of 

their own racialized identities in order to recognize the issues people of color face and to 

look for ways to become allies in a system that privileges and normalizes whiteness. 

Others have made this argument, including the Reverend Thandeka (2007) in her work on 

the ways in which white people learn to be white. 

 The response above also goes to the second imagined critique outlined above: 

whether or not it is even possible to live race differently. The critique I posit regarding 
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the notion of “living race differently” contains the underlying assumption that we might 

somehow be able to get out of our racialized identities. Perhaps, though, what McWhorter 

is proposing is a way of merely living with a recognition of our racialized selves, and 

looking for ways that race is always already at play in our stories, relationships, and 

identities. Again, the goal with this recognition would be solidarity across races, working 

against a racist system to promote antiracist action. 

 The final potential critique I offer is in relation to the desires of white people to 

create a “post-racial America.” The idea that this would somehow be an achievable goal 

is built in part on the assumption that human beings are static and stable beings, or that 

we are one thing, we have a set of experiences, and we are something else. Instead, 

however, I think it is more accurate to work with the conceptualization of human 

existence as being in a constant state of becoming, evolving in our thoughts and actions, 

which renders our identities as conflicted and partial. The other assumption on which this 

final critique is based is the assumption that forgiveness is something that people of color 

would be willing to give. This is most certainly not something for white people to decide. 

 If white people instead focus on the construction of our own racialized identities 

and in the particular ways in which those identities take shape, perhaps we can begin to 

become allies in antiracist work. For me, the stories that we tell are central to this project, 

mainly because art and other forms of public pedagogy have tremendous power to shape 

our discourse around issues of race and identity. While our stories will inevitably contain 

elements of dominant discourse, perhaps we can at least continue to examine and 

interrogate our stories, to tell them with a new awareness of their construction, and to 
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unearth the underlying discourses that pervade them. It is at this point, then, that I turn to 

the second element resulting from this study: the production of a script rendered from the 

dramatization of the stories gathered as the data for this dissertation.  

  

Limitations and Possibilities 

 In thinking about the limitations of this study, there are a number of points that 

must be considered. For one, the conclusions drawn in relation to the ways narratives of 

upward mobility and motherhood are enacted by the participants in this study are not 

meant to be predictive or generalizable to the population at large. They are instead meant 

to offer illustrations of complicated stories and examples of the ways in which identities 

are always in the process of becoming, rather than fixed. Secondly, it is not productive to 

think of this work in terms of producing categories into which further participants in a 

similar study might be sorted. Instead, as noted above, this work is meant to produce a 

piece of work that illustrates particular details of racialization in white femininity and 

offers an entry point for a larger project aimed at producing a site for storytelling around 

racialization in the U.S., and as an example of the ways in which such a work could come 

to be. 

 In situating this study as one examining the stories and narratives of mothers, I 

sought to understand the dynamic that occurs when women are suddenly placed in the 

position of making decisions on someone else’s behalf, and whether that dynamic creates 

a sort of cognitive dissonance in which new understanding is possible. This study 

revealed to me that the dynamic of becoming a mother to a new being does indeed cause 
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cognitive dissonance, as exemplified when the stories of the mothers in this study merged 

and diverged from the larger cultural discourse. I believe this is evidence of such 

cognitive dissonance, which opens up the possibility for mothers to question their stories 

and identities in potentially productive ways. There is no guarantee, of course, that this 

dynamic will produce new awareness; but it does, I believe, make it possible. (I feel it is 

important to note that this cognitive dissonance may not be unique to mothers, but is 

being stressed for the reason that motherhood was one focus of my study.) 

 Some contexts in which this work could be of informative value include 

education, policymaking, the arts, public pedagogy, and formal and informal curricula 

related to motherhood, identity construction, critical whiteness studies, and arts-based 

methodologies. There is growing awareness of the normalization of whiteness as a 

function of the U.S. education system, but there is still much work to be done in this 

arena. Understanding the influence of the normalization of whiteness in terms of the way 

that mothers make choices on behalf of their children could be an important element in 

the work of educators, administrators, and policymakers. In addition, there are several 

educational programs aimed directly at mothers for whom this work may be instructive. 

Understanding the pervasiveness of normalizing cultural stories in relation to the stories 

that mothers use to narrate their own lives seems to me to be imperative for anyone 

working in an educational capacity with mothers.  
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Future Work 

 The arts-based approach I used in this dissertation helped me think about other 

ways in which what was produced in this study might be useful. My interest in the role of 

story in the lives of my participants and my assertion that story is the link between 

discourse and psychology led me to approach this study utilizing an arts-based a 

methodology based on the art form with which I had significant prior experience: theatre. 

Examining the stories of my participants in this way helped me see the loss inherent in 

these stories, in that normalized whiteness causes damage to everyone caught in its grip. 

We in the U.S. are all pre-sorted into racialized categories, even though there is much 

variation of experience within those categories.  

 As I worked on the script, and became increasingly aware of the underlying 

sadness inherent in the collective telling of these stories, I began to wonder if it may have 

been part of the racial melancholia to which Cheng (2000) refers in her work. To be clear, 

I do not think that white people must mourn their own whiteness. Such an act could be 

read as self-indulgent and ultimately disingenuous. Rather, I came to believe from 

working on this study that what we need is a sort of national mourning over the violence 

that whiteness as normalization makes possible, and on which it has always relied. 

Perhaps people of color would want no part in this mourning, other than to bear witness 

to it. That would be their right. It just seemed to me that for white people to continue to 

suppress the pain and violence related to becoming white allows whiteness as 

normalization to continue to reproduce itself, quietly and steadily. Ignoring the psychic 
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and emotional pain of trauma does not make it go away—instead such willful inattention 

tends to breed more pain and cause more damage.  

 It is my hope that I could continue this work in the interdisciplinary realm of 

women’s and gender studies, as a contribution to the intersection of critical whiteness 

studies and antiracist feminist theory. In particular, I am interested in normalizing 

discourse and white femininity, in the vein of Katerina Deliovsky, whose work in 

sociology is centered on gendered processes of racialization, antiracist feminist theory, 

critical race studies, and social inequality. In addition, I am interested in the power of the 

cultural stories we tell and in utilizing my background and training in theatre in my future 

research, both in arts-based research practices as well as in critical examinations of the 

stories produced in U.S. culture. I am inspired by the work of Trinh Minh-Ha, who also 

began her career in the arts and whose work is now situated in the realm of gender and 

women’s studies. In addition, there is a body of work in the U.K. and Canada centered on 

the social construction of the role of motherhood that I find to be of particular interest. To 

that end, there are a number of scholarly publications that examine the constructed role of 

motherhood in the realm of cultural studies and feminist theory. Much of this work finds 

its way into the field of cultural studies in the U.S., and it is for this reason that I am 

drawn to interdisciplinary fields, which is where I see my future work being best situated.  

 In addition, there is the potential to continue the work on the artistic endeavor 

begun in this dissertation. I am interested in exploring the possibility of seeking 

collaborators in research and the arts who might share my interest in the content of this 

study and who would be interested in working on a project to bring this conversation to a 
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more public realm. Given my background and experience in the theatre world, I am 

interested in talking to members of that community to see if I can find such potential 

collaborators.  

 

Conclusion 

 In the end, I see this dissertation as the beginning of a body of work that is 

centered on the intersection of white femininity, antiracist feminist theory, and the 

cultural production of normalizing discourse and identities. In addition, I am interested in 

incorporating my experience as a practitioner of theatre into my future scholarly work. In 

so doing, it would be my hope that I can continue to probe and interrogate the stories we 

produce and to illuminate the role they play in questioning and upholding the status quo. 

 In addition, I hope to continue to deepen my endeavor for antiracist scholarly 

work. As a white woman, working to understand the process of white racialization in the 

U.S. is one way I see to go about this work. Striving to bring this understanding to the 

work I pursue as a scholar is something I see as a process in which I will be engaged for 

however long I am fortunate enough to call this my work. 

 In thinking about the unending nature of the way I see this work, I am reminded 

of a moment at a conference earlier this year where I heard a theorist talk about whiteness 

as a monster that needs to be constantly beat back. I liked this description when I heard it, 

and I still think it has a useful message, as I interpreted it: that whiteness as normalization 

is something that has agentic power and something about which we must be vigilant. 

When I listened to the stories of my participants, however, I did not imagine whiteness as 
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a monster. It seems to me a powerful monster would be almost impossible to ignore. 

Instead, whiteness seemed to be more like an ancient dog, one that has been in the family 

for years, one who enters rooms on silent paws and comes to sit next to you before you 

know it is there. It has just always been there. But it is a diseased dog, one whose bite can 

sicken those around it, and if challenged by someone it finds threatening, it will attack 

with rabid and self-preserving force. Troy Duster (2001) might say that both 

interpretations are right. In one, whiteness as normalization is an ever-changing process. 

In the other, whiteness is revealed to be an enduring privilege.  

 My hope is that this work will be the beginning of future work, aimed at thinking 

deeply about the cultural stories we tell in the U.S. and ultimately to tell new, 

complicated, and collective stories. Stories that are not constructed merely from the 

white, male, hetero-normative gaze, but also stories that critique that gaze, and maybe 

even stories told from other perspectives altogether. Stories that might help us mourn our 

racialized identities, collectively, but with multiple voices, ready to stand witness to each 

other’s grief that is both very different and deeply intertwined. I started this project with 

the voices of mothers, who by and large shared one thing: the deep love and deep fear 

that accompany the task of bringing a new life into the world, with all its beauty and 

horror.  

 My work was focused on the experiences of white mothers from working class 

backgrounds, and the stories they told of navigating upward mobility. What became 

impossible to ignore in thinking about these stories were the ways in which those stories 

were haunted by the stories of other mothers. Perhaps the public telling and hearing of 
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our stories as always already deeply intertwined with the stories of others is the basis for 

meaningful collective action.  
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Appendix A 

 

Guiding Questions for Interviews 

 

1) How would you describe your family’s class situation growing up? 

 

2) When you were growing up, how was success defined in your family?   

 

3) Do you have any specific memories related to the stories of how your family (on 

both sides) came to the U.S. ever being told? 

 

4) How do you think these stories impacted your mother’s life? The way she 

mothered you? The way she perceived and moved through the world? 

 

5) How did these stories impact your life? Do you find you embody some of the 

stories of your mother’s life as a mother?  (e.g., in work, with partner, with 

children) 

 

6) Do you find that you are guided by a different set of stories now? Are the same 

stories from your family of origin still influencing you as a mother? 

 

7) Do you think there is an alternative to upward mobility in this country? 


