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Although it is more than 30 years since equal opportunities laws were enacted in Britain and the United States, there is still a marked correlation between motherhood and discrimination in the labor market. This entry explains how working mothers have historically been constrained by expectations that “good” mothers should focus on childcare and housework rather than paid work. It explains how today’s working mothers are still oppressed by what is termed the Institution of Motherhood. This is because social views on the maternal role remain persistently unchanged. In addition, the entry observes how many working mothers are treated unfairly in their jobs, are unsupported by their employers, and are paid less than men in equivalent roles.

Historical Overview of Working Motherhood

During the 1970s, the issue of motherhood and employment was at the center of political and feminist debate. Mothers felt torn as they responded to new opportunities in the labor market while attempting concurrently to meet the social ideals of the good mother. In 1977, in her seminal text Of Woman Born, the American feminist scholar Adrienne Rich highlighted the debate on working motherhood from a personal perspective, observing how the vision of the perfect mother at home, no matter how idealistic, made working mothers’ lives a misery. 

In the 1970s, on both sides of the Atlantic, while the debates about mothers’ right to work were raging, governments began to implement new laws and policies relating to equal opportunities and equal pay for women. This legislation was supposed to protect women from being treated unfairly at work, either due to their gender and/or because they were mothers. However, during the period when the equal opportunities laws were enacted, the notion that mothers should be encouraged to go out to work—and the idea that employed women should be paid the same as men—were seen as highly controversial. 

This controversy was due to assumptions that women’s destiny was motherhood and that motherhood was incompatible with paid work. In the 1950s and 1960s, an image of the ideal housewife and mother was perpetuated within popular culture. Women who fit this image were seen to be heterosexual, married mothers, whose central focus was their children and their home. These idealized notions of motherhood were reflected in the work of the American sociologist Talcott Parsons. Caroline Gatrell has argued that Parsons’s vision of the nuclear family was influential in Britain and the United States because it presented family life as encapsulating the gendered division of labor—an ideal that the governments and industrialists of the time found very attractive. 

Fathers went out to work while mothers were anchored firmly in the home, raising children, doing the housework, and boosting the economy by shopping for food and domestic goods. Thus, prior to the 1970s, maternal work was understood only in terms of reproductive and household labor. The “correct” way of performing the work of motherhood was thus socially defined and, as Rich observed, it did not include paid employment or work-orientation because these characteristics were associated only with men. 

During the 1950s and 1960s, employment opportunities for women with dependent children were thus very limited. Not only was it seen as unsuitable for mothers to engage in paid work, but it was unlikely that they would be treated equally with men if they did so. Prior to the enactment of antidiscrimination legislation in the 1970s, it was legitimate to dismiss a working woman if she married or if she became pregnant. It was also legal to pay a woman less money than a man for doing an equivalent job—a phenomenon known as the gender pay gap. 

The Institution of Motherhood

Nevertheless, during the 1960s, the number of employed mothers began to creep up. As more women entered the labor market, the women’s liberation movement started to campaign for equal pay and conditions for women and especially mothers. In particular, feminist scholars Betty Friedan and Rich challenged the idea that women should be tied to the home once they had children. While these scholars celebrated motherhood as central to the identity of many women, they expressed anger at the social ideal of the stay-at-home mother, which implied that good mothering excluded the possibility of paid work. Rich, in particular, regarded the Institution of Motherhood as a purely social construction. Rich argued that the Institution of Motherhood had been established by a patriarchal society to ensure that men had access to job opportunities and financial security, while mothers remained dependant on men and trapped at home. 
Rich and other writers on motherhood during the 1970s and the early 1980s have since been criticized for debating issues that were pertinent to highly educated middle-class mothers but less relevant to mothers with fewer social opportunities. It is certainly true that, during the 1960s and ’70s, many working-class women had no choice but to combine motherhood with employment—often for low wages and limited career opportunities. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge how feminist scholars like Rich made significant contributions to the equal opportunities agenda, pressing forward the idea that mothers should be entitled to equal opportunities within the labor market.

Over the past 30 years, partly in response to the feminist agenda, antidiscrimination and equal pay legislation has been enhanced for the purpose of protecting employed women. Since the 1980s, the percentage of mothers in paid work has risen sharply across all occupations. Although this remains classed and for well-educated women, opportunities to participate in paid employment are still greater than for those who are poorly qualified. However, while women’s employment has increased since the 1970s, with enhanced job opportunities for mothers, as well as the possibility of flexible working, it is still, usually, men who hold the most prestigious posts within the labor market. This is especially the case in the professions that were previously open only to men, for example, medicine, academia, finance, and law.

Working Motherhood Today

Although there are many more working mothers now than in the 1970s, the Institution of Motherhood 
identified by Rich continues to haunt women. Regardless of arguments supporting the notion of equal opportunities for mothers, Arlie Hochschild and Gatrell have both observed how women with children continue to be criticized (and even vilified) for combining motherhood with paid work. This is because, even today, working mothers are often regarded as failing to meet the standard of the ideal mother, whose central focus is her home and her children. Contemporary criticism of working mothers is often especially harsh when children are in their infant years. 

Furthermore, while today’s mothers should, in theory, receive the same pay as fathers in equivalent jobs, in practice, a gender pay gap continues to exist. In the United Kingdom (UK), this is around 17 percent for full-time women employees and, as Padavic and Reskin note, is even higher in the United States, at around 20 percent for full-time female workers. Despite 30 years of antidiscrimination laws, therefore, the treatment of employed women is thus still often unfair. This unfair treatment is seen to be related first and foremost to motherhood, which has been consistently linked to workplace discrimination against women. 

Discrimination against working mothers occurs before children are even born, beginning as soon as women become pregnant. In the United Kingdom, up to 30,000 women experience pregnancy discrimination each year due to an inaccurate belief, on the part of employers, that motherhood is incompatible with employment. Despite research by Karen Lyness et al. that shows how employers’ assumptions about pregnancy and low work orientation are inaccurate, impending motherhood is nevertheless associated by employers with a reduction in women’s workplace commitment. 

The unfair treatment of pregnant women at work continues once children are born. Mothers, especially those who work part time, are seen as less work-orientated and less competent than previously. Employers make further assumptions that mothers may be absent from work, due to fears that infant children may become ill. Such assumptions often result in lowered employer commitment to working mothers, who may be passed over for promotion, downgraded, and placed firmly on the “mommy track,” where exciting new projects are unavailable and career options are usually limited.

The Challenges of Combining Motherhood and Employment

Unfair treatment at work is not the only challenge facing working mothers today. The day-to-day practicalities of managing childcare and infant nutrition alongside employment place mothers under tremendous pressure. This is because, when children are very young, childcare is often scarce and costly. 

Furthermore, despite widespread publicity encouraging mothers to breastfeed beyond the first year of infants’ lives, organizations make little attempt to support breastfeeding mothers. Few employers offer breaks for breast pumping or feeding, and few provide suitable accommodation for breastfeeding infants or expressing milk. This means that mothers’ ability to combine breastfeeding with paid work may be class related, since women in higher-paid roles may have access to their own office space, a privilege which is not usually available to women in lower-paid jobs. Thus, as Gatrell has observed, mothers in working-class or junior roles, should they continue breastfeeding on the return from maternity leave, may be left with no alternative other than to express milk in the lavatory area. This denial, on the part of employers, of the needs of what Gatrell terms the maternal body, means that pregnant women and mothers often feel excluded and marginalized at work. They may thus feel under pressure to conceal their maternal identity in the workplace because they fear that, through revealing signs of motherhood, they may be regarded as unreliable or uncommitted to their jobs.

The Second Shift

Working mothers may be further disadvantaged because, as Hochschild has observed, mothers often continue to bear the burden of domestic labor at home, in addition to their paid work. Unless mothers are in lesbian relationships, most carry the lion’s share of housework, regardless of whether they are cohabiting and no matter how many hours of paid work they undertake, while fathers continue to be allocated the role of “helper.” Employed mothers—even if they work part-time as opposed to full-time hours—often find themselves working very long days, carrying a double load of paid work and domestic chores. As a consequence, the free time remaining to most employed mothers is significantly less than that of their male partners. Even today, while some men may be interested in establishing involved relationships with their children, few are motivated to take responsibility for the least attractive aspects of household labor.

It appears, then, that many working mothers are faced with a triple bind as they struggle not only to be good employees and good mothers but also to manage the lion’s share of the housework. In addition, although mothers may now be said to have “choice” about whether to enter the labor market, it is arguable that the Institution of Motherhood remains oppressive to women. This is because women continue to feel under pressure to fulfill social expectations regarding good motherhood, while at the same time coping with the gender pay gap and limited career opportunities in the labor market.
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