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Abstract
Incarcerated mothers face challenges to mothering in prison, including restricted 
opportunities to perform parenting tasks, ambiguous loss, and a compromised 
parenting identity. This study uses interviews with incarcerated mothers in the 
United States to explore how such women negotiate motherhood. All of the women 
grappled with how to care for their children from prison and projected futures 
that they hoped to experience as mothers. They varied in their active involvement 
as decision makers and in their intimacy with their children, but all were seen as 
renegotiating narrative identities. The study underscores the fact that social actors 
can be creative with self-narrative when they can be creative in few other ways.
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Beginning in the 1980s, the United States embarked on a project of mass incarcera-
tion. Although American imprisonment rates slowed after 2006, they have remained 
well above pre-1980 levels, with more than 1.5 million people in state or federal prison 
at year end 2015 (Carson & Anderson, 2016). Whereas women have always repre-
sented a minority of the nation’s prisoners, between 1980 and 2014, their numbers in 
prison increased by more than 700% (The Sentencing Project, 2015). The prison boom 
has created a variety of consequences for both inmates and their families, as growing 
numbers of parents and particularly growing numbers of mothers were incarcerated. 
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Most women in prison are mothers, and the majority of mothers in prison have chil-
dren below 18 (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). We know that maternal incarceration has 
far-reaching effects, in many cases triggering termination of parental rights (Brown & 
Bloom, 2009; Reed & Reed, 1997) and contributing to mental illness (e.g., depression) 
on the part of both incarcerated mothers and their children (Enos, 2001; Golden, 2005; 
Imber-Black, 2008; Poehlmann, 2005), worsened socioeconomic disadvantage for 
children (Allard & Greene, 2011), and strained familial relationships (Celinska & 
Siegel, 2010; Foster & Hagan, 2013; Hoffman, Byrd, & Kightlinger, 2010; Maruna, 
LeBel, & Lanier, 2004). Prior research on the topic has generated knowledge about 
what happens to mothers and families during incarceration—that is, the effects of 
imprisonment for mothers and/or their children—but has devoted less attention to how 
mothers negotiate parenting from prison, which is the focus of the current study.

Incarcerated women are likely to have experienced serious hardships such as men-
tal health problems, substance abuse, low levels of education, lack of job skills (Imber-
Black, 2008), and social isolation (Siegel, 2011) even before entering prison. Relatedly, 
many incarcerated mothers experienced stigma as “bad mothers” before incarceration, 
which is only compounded afterward (Siegel, 2011). Incarceration presents a unique 
set of challenges that often requires women to renegotiate their efforts and identities as 
mothers. Mothers in general are subject to gendered expectations related to mother-
ing—expectations of selflessness, chasteness, and virtue. Criminal justice involve-
ment violates these gender stereotypes and tarnishes societal ideals of what 
characterizes a “good mother” (Enos, 2001). Incarceration creates physical separation 
from, and substantial barriers to, communication with one’s children, which challenge 
mothering even more (Clement, 1993; Snyder, Carlo, & Coats Mullins, 2002). Without 
consistent contact, mothers often experience strain and uncertainty concerning their 
relationships with their children and their identities as mothers. Despite these prob-
lems, several studies suggest that they continue “staking their claim as mothers” 
(Barnes & Stringer, 2014, p. 19). They do not abandon their parenting identities but are 
forced to redefine what it means to mother behind bars (Easterling & Feldmeyer, 2017; 
Enos, 2001).

Although research on the topic is scarce, at least three studies (Easterling & 
Feldmeyer, 2017; Enos, 2001; Rowe, 2011) explore the way that mother identities are 
shaped by incarceration. Enos (2001) explores ways in which women construct and 
manage motherhood while incarcerated, as well as how incarcerated mothers maintain 
relationships with their children. With a focus on race and ethnicity, Enos uses partic-
ipant-observation and interviews within a prison over three years to explore mothering 
behind bars. She finds that inmate mothers work to “construct and maintain mother 
positions and performance under considerable stress” (p. 34), largely through strate-
gies of managing caretakers and demonstrating mothering abilities while separated 
from their children and simultaneously balancing motherhood with crime and drug 
abuse. Enos (2001) further identifies four “career trajectories” of incarcerated mothers 
which reflect variation in the ways incarcerated mothers perform their mothering roles 
throughout the incarceration process: motherhood accepted (roles increase throughout 
and after incarceration), motherhood terminated (roles decrease throughout and after 



Easterling et al. 521

incarceration), mother on leave (roles decrease during incarceration but increase after 
incarceration), and sporadic and shared mothering (roles vary and are shared before, 
during, and after incarceration) (pp. 132-134). Enos’s work highlights that incarcer-
ated mothers are not equally connected to their mothering roles before, during, or after 
incarceration. Although her work acknowledges motherhood identity maintenance for 
incarcerated mothers, her trajectories are more focused on their performance of moth-
ering. Our work builds on hers by focusing on the mothers’ narrations of such perfor-
mance, and on their sense of motherhood besides, while they are incarcerated.

Rowe (2011) suggests that wide variation exists in the impact of incarceration on 
women’s identities as they employ different sets of coping strategies to deal with the 
hardships and stigma of being a woman in prison. Specifically, she finds that “reflex-
ive management of self-meanings is a technology of the self, employed in response to 
the dislocation of imprisonment in order to cope with its painful and stigmatizing 
meanings” (p. 587). This stigma can be compounded for women who are mothers. 
Easterling and Feldmeyer (2017) approach the matter through a race lens, suggesting 
a “spoiling” effect on identity for white mothers from rural areas as well as their chil-
dren. Consistent with Enos (2001), those findings suggest that the mother identity is 
threatened by both internal (personal feelings of guilt and shame) and external (com-
munity stigma) forces. Easterling and Feldmeyer’s study (2017) also expands these 
findings to suggest that a small town background, for example where many members 
of a community are aware of a mother’s crime, contributes to unique experiences of 
spoiled identity and stigmatization for incarcerated mothers.

Beyond these works, research has yet to fully explore identity work among mothers 
in prison as they navigate dual, competing roles as “mom” and “inmate.” Hence, a site 
of agency among some of the most marginalized and oppressed persons in our society 
is overlooked. The current study seeks to address this gap in research using qualitative 
interview data gathered from 35 mothers in a women’s prison in the southeastern 
region of the United States. Our research suggests that cultural pressures on mothers 
combined with the harsh realities of prison life set the stage for a unique sense of 
undefined, or ambiguous, loss among incarcerated mothers (see Boss, 1999). This loss 
includes both physical separation from their children and the psychological loss of 
their ability to mother in a traditional sense, which results in severe uncertainty about 
their place within the family during and after incarceration. To manage these strains, 
we find that incarcerated mothers revise their identities in line with one of three gen-
eral identities: same mom, modified mom, and suspended mom. Findings suggest an 
active negotiation process using self-narratives to mold one’s mother identity in 
response to the constraints of incarceration.

Mothering in Prison

Broadly speaking, motherhood in Western society has been constructed as natural and 
universal, with unrealistic expectations of good mothers as singularly devoted to that 
“noble calling” (Morash & Schram, 2002, p. 73). Women must make mothering the top 
priority in their lives; failure to do so puts the social order, not to mention families, at 
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risk. Notwithstanding the fact that the 20th century Anglo “cult of true womanhood” 
was a trap—a contraction of ways of being a person—it was, and arguably still is, a trap 
only available to affluent White native women. Racism and xenophobia put ideal moth-
ering out of the tangible and symbolic reach of many, as does criminal justice involve-
ment. Performing motherhood according to these ideals is exceedingly difficult for 
most women, even without the constraints of prison. Furthermore, this vision of moth-
erhood largely discounts the socioeconomic challenges to parenting experienced by 
women in disadvantaged contexts, who also face greater risk of incarceration.

Once incarcerated, it becomes even more difficult to achieve dominant cultural 
expectations of motherhood as women confront both the structural realities and the 
stigma of prison (Cecil, 2007). Beckerman (1991) takes note of the latter, stating that 
an incarcerated mother “offends society’s idealized vision of women as all-caring, 
nurturing, and attentive to their children. She therefore poses a threat to the established 
social order” (p. 172). In other words, incarcerated mothers are viewed as unfit moth-
ers, and their crimes are seen as evidence of their inability to mother (Arditti, 2012; 
Beckerman, 1991; Morash & Schram, 2002). Where imprisonment is seen as indicat-
ing something essential about the inmate, a circumstance she has furthermore chosen, 
motherhood is conceived as incongruous with a prison sentence. She has detached 
from her children; she has not been detached from them.

In addition to encountering stigma, mothers in prison are separated from daily fam-
ily life and experience a dramatic loss of power over their own lives as well as the lives 
of their children. Mothers lose day-to-day interaction with their children, who routinely 
experience a change in living situations once their mothers are incarcerated. Phone calls 
(which can be expensive) and visitation (with family often many miles away) can pres-
ent unique challenges, making personal contact with incarcerated mothers and their 
children logistically difficult if not impossible. Siegel (2011) suggests that visits 
between mothers in prison and their children are infrequent, and some families never 
visit at all. In addition, the visits they do have can be emotionally and financially taxing 
due to distance, costs, strained relationships with caregivers, and prison restrictions, 
making it difficult to be active as a mother while incarcerated and to maintain positive 
connections (Arditti, 2012).

In light of both the stigma and practical constraints of prison, what emerges is a 
picture of double jeopardy for incarcerated mothers (Easterling, 2014). These mothers 
are viewed as a threat to “the moral conscience . . . by failing to meet proscribed stan-
dards of ‘appropriate womanhood’” (Sharp & Ericksen, 2003, p. 121). They have vio-
lated gender stereotypes by committing crime, ideologically coded as masculine. In 
addition, they have shattered dominant expectations of motherhood due to their sepa-
ration from the daily lives of their children, and thus, are deviant by societal definition. 
At the same time, mothers in prison are stripped of power and the ability to mother by 
conventional standards. Taken together, the loss of rights, power, and contact with 
children, combined with society’s idealized vision of “good” mothering, challenges 
incarcerated women’s ability to mother and their mother identities. This begs the ques-
tion, how do women negotiate this separation from their children and the potential 
erosion of their mother identities?
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Rowe (2011) suggests that women in prison are able to draw on roles and relation-
ships beyond prison walls to help negotiate their prison identities. For example, incarcer-
ated women can reference previous statuses held to help mitigate spoiled identity or 
power inequities while in prison to help maintain a more “positive” prison identity. 
Toyoki and Brown (2014) find that incarcerated men manage stigma in part by using 
narratives to create positive identities for themselves. For example, the authors conclude 
that, though incarcerated, most individuals in their study chose to tell self-narratives of 
being “temporarily derailed” or were actively controlling options for their overall iden-
tity, versus “end of the line” stories with no hope for the future. Ugelvik (2015) high-
lights stories told by male prisoners in which sex offenders are conjured as evil, the 
narrator emerging as decent by comparison. It is likely that incarcerated mothers rely on 
similar discursive strategies to manage stigma and challenges to their identity.

From narrative psychology comes the broad view that stories are vehicles of iden-
tity construction (Bruner, 1986 Somers, 1994). We forge our sense of self in the con-
text of stories. The concept of role takes on a different meaning in this perspective, as 
a character in a story rather than a constellation of qualities and responsibilities. We 
pursue a culturally inscribed role as the protagonist of an internal story of self that we 
are constantly revising.

Within criminology the notion of narrative identity has inspired scholarship on both 
harm-doing (Presser, 2009, 2013) and desistance (e.g., Maruna, 2001). The active pro-
cess of identity (re)formation can help incarcerated mothers empower themselves and 
find meaning in the loss of their children and conventional mothering. Yet, as described 
in the next section, the sense of loss triggering this process is often an “ambiguous 
loss” that carries tremendous uncertainty, in turn complicating the experience of mean-
ing making and role strain for mothers in prison.

Ambiguous Loss of Family Relationships in Prison

The theory of ambiguous loss provides a useful framework for understanding mothers’ 
experiences in prison. This theory describes the sense of loss that an individual feels 
when a family member is physically present but psychologically absent (e.g., in the 
case of Alzheimer’s disease), or vice-versa, when a family member is psychologically 
present but physically absent (e.g., in the case of divorce). The events triggering 
ambiguous loss are often unique in that they provide little closure. In these situations, 
a person’s relationships have changed and are often uncertain. Part of a given relation-
ship may be lost, but other parts remain intact and this contradiction can be confusing. 
As such, ambiguous loss may be accompanied by a host of negative psychological 
responses, including depression, anxiety, sleeping difficulties, and feelings of guilt and 
shame (Boss, 1999, 2004, 2006).

A small but growing body of research suggests that ambiguous loss is common-
place for whole families while parents are incarcerated (Arditti, Lambert-Shute, & 
Joest, 2003; Bocknek, Sanderson, & Britner, 2009; La Vigne, Davies, & Brazzell, 
2008). For example, in a sample of first through 10th graders, Bocknek and col-
leagues (2009) found high levels of stress and a poignant sense of ambiguous loss 
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among children with a parent in prison. Similarly, Arditti (2012) suggests that trau-
matic separation and disenfranchised grief, which can result in a host of negative 
psychological responses, may be typical for families experiencing the unique 
ambiguous loss associated with a family member’s incarceration.

Several recent studies on maternal incarceration suggest that mothers in prison expe-
rience a particularly pronounced sense of ambiguous loss. For example, Easterling 
(2014) finds that mothers in prison are faced with a sense of uncertainty about their 
relationships with their children, both during and after incarceration. They have minimal 
opportunities to engage with children while incarcerated, which can create confusion in 
their roles as mothers. As a result, they may experience intense shame and negative feel-
ings for being a mother but violating the ideals of motherhood because they are behind 
bars (Arditti & Few, 2008; Easterling, 2014; Maruna et al., 2004).

As highlighted above, the theory of ambiguous loss holds promise for describing 
the experiences of mother in prison. However, substantial questions remain about how 
mothers respond to and negotiate this sense of loss, and furthermore, the implications 
such efforts carry for incarcerated women, their families, and for future social reentry 
and reintegration.

To address this gap in research, the current project explores how incarcerated moth-
ers construct mother identities. As we describe in the following sections, one of the 
reasons mothers struggle to negotiate parenting from prison is due to the ambiguous 
sense of loss they experience in relationships with their children and the general 
absence of assistance in dealing with their new roles and circumstances. We discern 
three types of self-claims on motherhood among incarcerated mothers: (a) same mom, 
(b) modified mom, and (c) suspended mom.

Research Methods

Interviews for our project were conducted at a state women’s prison in one southeast-
ern state. The institutional capacity of the prison was 713, with 672 inmates being held 
at the time of interviews. The majority (85%) of inmates were White, and the median 
age was 34 years. In contrast, the statistics for incarcerated women in the United States 
overall during 2011 were approximately 49% White, with more than 60% of female 
inmates that were age 39 or younger (Carson & Sabol, 2012). Approximately 33% of 
the prison’s inmates were incarcerated for violent crimes, 30% for drug-related 
offenses, 21% for fraud-related offenses, 13% for property crimes, and 3% for other/
miscellaneous crimes. By comparison, among females incarcerated at the state level in 
2011, approximately 36% were incarcerated for violent crimes, 25% for drug-related 
offenses, 29% for property crimes, and 9% for public order and other/unspecified 
crimes (Carson & Sabol, 2012). Thus, the demographics for the prison, particularly in 
terms of race, are not comparable with the wider U.S. population of female inmates, 
however, the crime profile is similar.

The first author interviewed a total of 49 women during February, March, and 
September of 2011. Thirty five of these interviews were conducted one-on-one, and 
the remaining 14 were conducted in group interviews involving 7 women each. For the 
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purposes of this article, we draw from the 35 individual interviews to glean in-depth 
details about their experiences. All of the women interviewed were mothers who had 
experienced incarceration while their children were below the age of 18, though some 
of the mothers had adult children at the time of the interview.

The title of the study, forged and advertised by the prison, was “Motherhood Research.” 
Prison staff were in charge of the recruiting process. Once the study was advertised, with 
a brief description of the study that noted participants would be asked about their experi-
ences being a mother in prison, residents of the prison were allowed to sign up, if inter-
ested. On the first day of research for each visit, women who had expressed interest 
attended an information session with the interviewer. Women were invited to ask ques-
tions at the conclusion of the presentation. Individuals still interested in participating 
signed up for time slots with prison staff. No reimbursement was given for participating.

The institution did not allow researchers to bring electronic recording devices into 
the prison. Instead, the interviewer wrote brief notes during each interview. Extensive 
notes were added at the conclusion of each day’s interviews, and notes were tran-
scribed into an electronic copy, totaling approximately 200 pages. Each woman (along 
with each family member described in the interviews) was given a pseudonym to 
maintain anonymity. The first author was the sole interviewer for this project. She 
received doctoral-level training in qualitative research methods, including interview 
techniques and ethical considerations, and met regularly with mentors, including both 
the second and third authors, to discuss the process.

The interviewer introduced herself and her project by connecting to participants as a 
woman and a mother. She shared some of her personal experiences as a mother as well 
as her prior research experience with families dealing with incarceration. The interview 
process relied heavily on feminist epistemology. Specifically, we worked from the 
assumption that viewing the social world from women’s perspectives is uniquely infor-
mative. Incarcerated women in the United States are almost certain to have experienced 
intersectional forms of oppression, which allows them a unique perspective from which 
to understand such oppression and its complex consequences (Millen, 1997; Owen, 
1998). We believed that the research participants grasped their present losses including 
identity challenges in superior ways, even if they did not use our academic terms. A 
phenomenologically informed approach (see Easterling & Johnson, 2015) was used to 
allow participants to take the lead in sharing and composing their stories. This method 
of interviewing was more structured than “pure” phenomenology, with multiple 
prompts and questions, but the goal was still to obtain an insider’s perspective within 
the methodological and time constraints given by the prison authorities. Specifically, 
questions and prompts were aimed at clarifying what being a parent in prison meant for 
the mother, the child, and family life in general, from the perspective of the mother. 
Prompts included the following: Tell me about your life; How do you fulfill your par-
enting roles while incarcerated? Do you still feel like a mother? Do you feel that your 
role as a mother has changed? What does it mean to parent in prison? and Do you still 
feel attached to your children? Mothers were encouraged to elaborate on their answers 
and to provide examples of their experiences being a mother in prison. We were con-
cerned not with objective facts per se but rather with women’s perceptions of them-
selves and of how they negotiated motherhood while incarcerated.
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After multiple, thorough read-throughs of the interview transcripts, the first author 
began an open coding process (see Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The transcripts were 
printed and broad themes were highlighted and tagged, including the three categories 
of motherhood identities and adaptations that ultimately formed the typology described 
here. A list of key terms was then developed for each theme or category and was 
searched within an electronic copy of the data. Through the coding process, three dis-
tinct types of identity shifts emerged from the mothers’ descriptions of their experi-
ences in maintaining motherhood while incarcerated, with specific dimensions that 
aligned with each of these categories. After identifying this typology, the authors 
worked collaboratively to ensure that participants were placed into the appropriate 
categories describing their experiences with mother identity, via the highlighted 
dimensions in previous rounds of analysis. Pseudonyms were assigned to each partici-
pant and any other individuals mentioned by participants and are utilized exclusively 
in our presentation of results.

Through the details and richness of the individual mothers’ stories, we explore ele-
ments of ambiguous loss and the coping strategies mothers used—namely, stories to 
maintain motherhood (see Easterling & Feldmeyer, 2017)—to navigate that loss in 
relation to their mother identities within the typology.

Results

Incarcerated mothers find innovative ways to maintain a mother identity through sto-
ries of their past, present, and future as mothers. Our research participants recon-
structed “motherhood” to fit the confines of prison life. Given the ambiguous loss of 
their mother identities, they recast themselves within storied identities.

Though all incarcerated mothers in our sample still considered themselves to hold 
the status of mother, they described their shifts in the mother role in three discernably 
different ways. We refer to these self-constructions around motherhood as (a) same 
mom—women who saw themselves as the same basic mother they were prior to incar-
ceration; (b) modified mom—women who saw themselves as a different type of mother 
while in prison; and (c) suspended mom—women who saw themselves as discon-
nected from their motherhood roles and identities while incarcerated. This typology 
refers to the ways in which participants revised their mothering roles and thus their 
identities as mothers while incarcerated. Although the women in each of these three 
groups approached parenting from prison in different ways, they all described having 
to change the way they mothered. As we describe below, even the women who still 
saw themselves as the “same mom” were forced to question, (re)define, and often alter 
their roles and identities as mothers while in prison.

Same Mom

Seven of the 35 research participants fell into the “same mom” category. These moth-
ers claimed that it was necessary to fulfill all or most of what they considered their 
“normal” mothering roles while they were incarcerated, even though they were often 
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unable to do so. The main characteristic used to categorize mothers as same moms is 
that they resisted changing their conceptions of motherhood during incarceration. 
Their self-narratives tended to be tragic, although discursive construction of one’s 
steadfastness as a mother in many cases stabilized what could have been a heart-rend-
ing trajectory.

Renee: Holding on without contact. Renee, a 34-year-old mother of two sons, ages 10 
and 14, lost all contact with her family when she entered prison. She received regular 
visits from family members at the county jail but had not had so much as a phone call 
or a letter (despite her frequent writing) during her time at the institution. Even though 
Renee had no contact with her family, she still had not changed the idea of what it 
means for her to be a mother. It was, she said, extremely difficult for her to handle the 
lack of communication with her family and the inability to fulfill any mothering activi-
ties for her youngest son, in particular. Renee did not want to change her perception of 
motherhood or her abilities to mother, even though she questioned whether or not her 
decisions as a mother were “right” even before she entered prison.

Renee was very emotional when talking about her youngest son, Chad. She was not 
as upset by the lack of contact with her oldest son, Simon, since she had not lived with 
him for some time before her incarceration. She was firm when explaining that 
although Chad was living with her sister at the time, Renee still maintained custody. 
She shared, “Everything in my life, in my mind, is Chad, Chad, Chad.” She said she 
had no outlet and no one to talk to about her grief over loss of contact with her son, 
particularly when she felt that nothing should have changed.

The first author had the opportunity to interview Renee twice. Renee opened up 
even more during the second meeting, expressing her struggles with reconciling prison 
realities with her perception of what she should be doing as a mother. She was dis-
gusted with mothers who, in her eyes, had detached from their children. She said,

Some of the girls in here are ungrateful bitches. They never talk about their kids. They are 
always talking about tricks or girlfriends or getting money. They are so ungrateful. But if 
I could just have one letter or one phone call . . . I would be grateful . . . The girls here 
don’t even talk about their kids. Am I missing something here?

Renee’s emotions fluctuated from anger at other women to grief over her lack of con-
tact with her son Chad. She contrasted herself with the “bad” moms who did not even 
talk about their children, portraying herself as a better mom because she could not give 
up her motherhood role, despite lack of contact with her children. The stark distinction 
from a negative other—a mythic bad mom who does not care—served Renee’s good 
mom role. Renee was extremely distressed about the lack of contact with Chad and 
was unwilling to give up or reconsider her role as a mother while incarcerated, which 
resulted in a deep sense of grief.

Sharon: Frozen in time. Sharon is a 38-year-old mother of five children by five different 
fathers; four of her children were below the age of 18 at the time of her interview. 
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When she talked about her mothering responsibilities, she talked about them in the 
present tense, even though she had been in prison for over a year and had not seen her 
family in nearly a year and a half. She wrote letters to her children but said that some-
times they did not receive them. She did not speak to them on the phone. When asked 
about parenting in prison, she replied, “I don’t whoop my kids. I do correct my kids.” 
By speaking of her children from whom she had been separated for an extended period 
of time as if she were with them at the moment of the interview, Sharon constructed 
her mothering role as unchanged.

Sharon also talked about knowing that her children love her, miss her, and grieve 
over their separation. She said, “As a mother, I know how they feel.” She said that her 
kids felt like they had to live with people they did not know and that she should still 
have been performing her parenting roles in person. Three of her minor children were 
with their fathers/stepmothers, and one was in a group home. She said she grieved over 
the physical loss of her children as well as her lack of emotional contact with them. 
She was adamant that her kids need both of their parents, and she was not giving up or 
changing her role as mother, “no matter what.” Sharon was also interviewed twice, and 
during our second interview, she said that even though she was not with her children 
in person, she was still a parent; her kids already knew her rules and boundaries and 
followed them even in her absence. She said, “You’re a parent and no one can take that 
away. You’re a mother—your child is part of you, out of your womb.” Such comments 
echo Enos’s (2001) findings that incarcerated mothers claim motherhood through both 
biological and social ties. In Sharon’s formulation, the fact of having birthed the child 
constructs a stable mother identity. Consistent with the theory of ambiguous loss, 
Sharon shared how difficult it was for her to be in prison because of the physical sepa-
ration from her children, but psychologically she was still there and a part of their 
lives. She said that she had been “locked up” on suicide watch twice because she felt 
that she had no life without her kids. She said that being a mother was what defined 
her and felt that even while locked up, she should mother as she had done before. As a 
result, she felt that she had been “stomped on, beaten, and had my heart ripped out of 
my chest” because she saw the prison system as hindering her ability to mother.

Sandra: The need to hold on. Sandra is a “same mom,” age 40, who became extremely 
emotional while talking about her two children, ages 9 and 13, during our interview. 
Her husband cared for them while she was incarcerated. She wrote to her children 
often, talked to them on the phone, and also had some visits with them. She enjoyed 
writing and talking, but visiting was emotionally difficult for her family. Specifically, 
visits with her children reminded her of how things should be the same, yet were not. 
Prison had upended her role as a mother and introduced a sense of ambiguous loss, 
which she and other “same moms” struggled to bear.

Sandra had not changed her perception of motherhood while incarcerated. Similar 
to Renee, she sharply distinguished herself from mothers who saw detachment from 
their children as acceptable. She argued that maintaining her mother role was benefi-
cial to her rehabilitation: “People who never have anything to do with their kids and 
someone else is taking care of their children—they say they want to see their kids but 
they will just come right back here.” Thus, she narrated a tragic story for other women. 
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In contrast, her bond with her family would prevent her from coming back to prison. 
She described herself as a “momma kitten,” indicating a high level of maternal involve-
ment, which she claimed was a crucial part of nurturing and being a good mother. 
Noting the difficulties of maintaining control over her children while incarcerated, she 
related having asked her husband to put their 13-year-old daughter on birth control 
pills, yet realized she could not force him to do so. The unyielding protagonist in this 
story ultimately had to yield, causing emotional strain. Sharon was adamant that she 
still maintained control of her children and struggled to reconcile her limitations while 
incarcerated with what she considered to be necessary aspects of her job as mother.

In sum, Sandra and the other “same moms” expressed an intense need to fulfill all 
or most mothering roles and were highly resistant to redefining motherhood while 
incarcerated. They claimed they were the only individuals who could adequately care 
for their children and that other caregivers were inferior, temporary substitutes. Same 
moms told a tragic story in which they attempted to remain the same mothers, but their 
carceral circumstances thwarted their ability to fulfill all that that role entails.

Lack of contact with children was also an impediment to the same moms’ ability to 
redefine motherhood, as illustrated by Renee’s story above. She was stuck in a kind of 
purgatory, unable to reconcile the past, present, or future. Her difficulties in defining 
herself as “mother” were indicative of the sense of ambiguous loss she felt. She was 
unsure of exactly what was happening to Chad on a daily basis, which was a source of 
great distress. For example, was someone else performing the mothering role that she 
felt she should be filling, even behind bars? Ambiguous loss theory notes that people 
experiencing this type of loss will seek clarity while simultaneously resisting informa-
tion that could answer their questions due to the fear of the consequences of that 
knowledge (Boss, 1999). Same moms seemed to deal with this ambiguous loss by 
staying “frozen” in the past, either an actual or a romanticized time, where they really 
were fulfilling their expectations of mothering.

Modified Mom

Seventeen of the mothers align with the “modified mom” category. These mothers 
changed their conceptions of motherhood while incarcerated. Most modified moms 
had a contingent of social support, for themselves and/or their children, which allowed 
them to shift some of their mothering responsibilities to caregivers whom they trusted. 
Most decided not to take any part in disciplining their children while they were incar-
cerated, either because they themselves “did something wrong” or for logistical rea-
sons, including limited contact with caregivers. They conceived of doing less while 
mothering. They also envisaged themselves as better mothers in the future.

Debra: Support to modify roles. Debra is a 35-year-old mother with three children, ages 
2, 10, and 11 at the time of her interview. Her children lived with her husband and her 
parents. She received regular visits from her family, including dedicated bonding visits 
with her youngest child. Debra said that she was very grateful to have a close relation-
ship with her husband and her parents, as they supported her and helped coordinate 
frequent visits.
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Debra said that she was still able to fulfill some aspects of her role as a mother, but 
not to the extent that she had before incarceration. Debra felt that it was not fair for her 
to discipline her children while she was incarcerated. She shared,

You can’t be a parent in prison. You can but you can’t. You can because you can listen, 
but you can’t because you have to fall back on the caregiver—the caregiver has a lot of 
power and plays the roles in their daily lives . . . It’s hard to be a mom for two hours.

Debra said she tried to do more listening and “cutting up” with her kids than any-
thing else. She said she hoped to be able to jump back into her more traditional moth-
ering role upon release and recognized that her visits and bonding time may help 
achieve that ultimate goal. But, during her incarceration, she said she had downgraded 
her role as a mother to listen and be a “sometimes” companion, without disciplining 
them or being especially active in their everyday lives.

Patricia: Power of caregivers. Patricia offers another example of a woman who redefined 
her role as a mother while incarcerated by allowing caregivers to fulfill part of that role 
in her absence. She is a 31-year-old mother of two sons, ages 8 and 13 at the time of 
interview, who was serving her second prison term for drug charges. She lived with 
both of her children prior to incarceration. While away, her oldest son’s father was 
taking care of both of her children. Like Debra, Patricia did not attempt to discipline 
while incarcerated. Instead, she tried to talk her children through tough situations, but 
only if they chose to share those situations with her. She shared some specific instances 
of how she did not tell them right from wrong, like when her oldest son was smoking 
and she felt that she could not tell him to stop. She said, instead, that she offered her 
sons the opportunity to correct themselves independently. She felt that she was not 
able to “jump on them” because she herself ended up in prison. The caregiver should 
be the one correcting them, and she hoped that he was. Patricia did not tell the care-
giver what to do while she was in prison, even though she had done so when her chil-
dren visited him in the home prior to her incarceration.

Patricia stated that she had to change her role as mother because other people had 
taken on parenting responsibilities while she was away. The man who was serving as 
caregiver had a “new woman,” and Patricia said that her sons did not like or respect 
her. They did not feel like they had to listen to her because she was not their mother. 
Yet, Patricia told her sons that this individual deserved their respect. Patricia shared 
that she must step back to allow her sons’ father and his partner to parent during her 
incarceration.

Although Patricia had redefined what it meant to be a parent in prison, she was hav-
ing difficulty figuring out exactly how to parent, and too, how she would renegotiate 
mothering once she got out of prison. She shared that she would try to start figuring 
out how to parent again while she was still incarcerated: She would

try to set up goals and stuff . . . like school, their favorite color, favorite food, likes, 
dislikes, favorite toy, sports, movies. I will ask so I have a good idea what to do and what 
to expect when I get out.
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Talking to her kids was key to this plan for change to regain more control as a 
mother.

Tanya: Generations of separation. Tanya, 36-years-old, had to redefine her roles as a 
mother and a grandmother while incarcerated. She had been in prison approximately 
9 months at the time of our interview. She spoke of the different roles she was playing 
in the lives of her children and grandchildren. She said she had to accept that she could 
no longer control things in the daily lives of her family as she once did. Tanya shared 
that she was consumed with worry and uncertainty.

Tanya had two teenage daughters, Alicia and Tara, who were 16 and 18 at the time 
of our interview, and each daughter had a young child of her own, ages 2 and 1, respec-
tively. Prior to incarceration, Alicia and the 2-year-old were living with Tanya, but 
Alicia had since obtained her own apartment. Tanya said that if she were home, Alicia 
would not be on her own. As she modified her mothering role while in prison, she 
spoke of having to accept such changes. Tanya’s family lived 398 miles from the 
prison, and she did not get visits often, about once per month. She talked on the phone 
regularly, mainly to Alicia.

Tanya detailed the challenges of being a parent in prison. She emphasized issues of 
discipline, but in a different way than the other mothers in this sample. She concen-
trated on not wanting her 2-year-old granddaughter to be disciplined when she was not 
there. Tanya shared,

I worry about them constantly. Especially with the grandbaby. I catch myself telling 
my daughter not to make the baby cry—telling her not to discipline. It hurts to see 
them cry. It’s worse since I’ve been here because I don’t know if they are okay or why 
they are crying—my first response is “What did you do to her?” Because I can’t see 
her. I don’t know.

Tanya recognized the disconnect between what she wanted to be able to do as a 
mother and a grandmother and what was possible from prison. Despite the fact that she 
wished she could still take care of Alicia and her child, she said she recognized that she 
must lower her expectations of herself given the distance between them; she needed to 
let Alicia parent on her own while she remained in prison.

Tanya not only changed her sense of herself as a grand/mother while she was incar-
cerated, but also she changed her perception of what she was going to do when prison 
life was behind her. She said the experience of incarceration had taught her to appreci-
ate her children and grandchildren even more than she did before. As a result, she did 
not want to have to do the tough mothering—like disciplining—even after she left 
prison. Instead, she wanted to concentrate on “spoiling” her children and grandchil-
dren to make up for lost time. She still spoke of herself as a caregiver but stressed the 
changes she had made and planned to make upon release.

To summarize, modified moms take the position that they can perform some roles as 
mothers but acknowledge that roles in general must change while they are incarcerated. 
Certain contradictions follow this change, stemming from the uncertainty and ambiguous 
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loss these mothers are experiencing. To deal with ambiguous loss, modified moms change 
the way they define their families and their roles as mothers within those families. As seen 
in other family crises related to ambiguous loss, boundaries within the family and custom-
ary roles and tasks become difficult to maintain, a shift that was readily apparent to modi-
fied mothers. For modified moms, motherhood itself, and especially the performance of 
discipline, must change during incarceration. These mothers searched for and held on to 
any way to perform some parenting roles while incarcerated. However, redefining and 
then practicing motherhood during incarceration was an evolving process. Modified 
moms constructed especially dynamic stories.

Suspended Mom

Eleven of the mothers were “suspended moms.” They played minimal or no mothering 
roles during incarceration and changed their definition of motherhood to support this 
inaction. They cited a variety of reasons for their detachment: their children are grown; 
it was too difficult to think about their children from behind bars; they needed to focus 
on their own recovery; and they were unable to actively parent while incarcerated. 
Parenting logistics pertained, as only one mother in this category lived with all of her 
children prior to incarceration. The mothers in this group also cited difficulties in par-
enting prior to incarceration because of separation from their children. Interviews with 
suspended moms tended to be shorter than interviews with the other mothers, most 
likely because the questions centered around mothering, and these women did not con-
sider themselves to fulfill many, or any, mothering roles while incarcerated. Nonetheless, 
all suspended moms still defined themselves as mothers during the interviews.

Holly: Personal priorities. Holly was a 36-year-old mother of two children, ages 11 and 
14 at the time of her interview. Her brother and sister-in-law took care of her children 
while she was incarcerated. Whereas she and her children wrote to one another on a 
regular basis, their caretakers would not allow her children to talk with her on the 
phone, saying that she could talk to her children after she fully achieved sobriety. 
Holly’s parents, who had a good relationship with her brother and sister-in-law, were 
also against her speaking to her children while incarcerated. Holly said that her parents 
still treated her like she was 10, and she conceded that she is not especially mature. 
Holly said she understood she needed to work on her own growth, including her recov-
ery from drug addiction, before resuming greater intimacy with her children.

Holly did not feel that people can parent from prison, nor should they try to. She 
was serving her fourth prison sentence, this time on drug charges, and reflected on her 
previous various experiences as a mother behind bars:

People try to parent from prison and it’s just not effective. When I first went to prison, 10 
years ago, my kids were younger. A lot of other moms try to parent from here. I tried to 
tell my husband to do this and that and how to fix my kids’ hair that first time. But at the 
time, I had my priorities mixed up. In lieu of working on my drug addiction, I focused on 
what was going on at home. It robbed my kids’ father of the opportunity to be a father.
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This time, she was focusing on recovery and allowing her children’s caregivers to do 
the daily parenting. Holly also indicated that her children would not live with her 
immediately following her incarceration. They will continue to stay with her brother 
and sister-in-law while she worked on staying sober in the free world. Holly expressed 
that she was content with that situation. While she was somewhat detached from her 
children at the time, Holly still considered herself a mother. She hoped to get counsel-
ing both individually and as a family when she got out of prison. Through counseling 
and taking reunification with her children slowly, she hoped to be a better mother who 
would not return to prison.

Bree: A focus on recovery. Like Holly, Bree described detaching from mothering roles to 
focus on recovery. At age 45, she had been incarcerated for five years of her 14-year 
sentence. She has three children who were all over the age of 18 at the time of the 
interview. Bree had a strong relationship with all of her children before her incarcera-
tion. She explained that when she was first incarcerated, her children were still minors. 
Her son, however, was the only one who lived with her. Her two daughters were 
already married so they lived with their husbands and children. Her son went into state 
care. Bree did not want to ask her mother to take custody of him because she was wor-
ried it would be too much for her to handle.

Bree said, “If you get caught up in free-world drama, it knocks you down.” She said 
she felt disconnected from her free life in prison and was working to embrace that reality 
and build her life around it, since she had such a long sentence. She said that every mother 
has to find the right balance, but for her, separating from the free world seems necessary. 
She saw other inmates calling home every day and she thought that made things worse 
because no matter how much you talked on the phone, you were not really in your fami-
ly’s life while in prison. She said it was not only difficult on the women, but was also hard 
on the families on the outside. Thus, Bree performed care through detachment.

Bree said she was working on her “own” recovery, thus channeling the 12-step dis-
course of singular effort toward and responsibility for healing, community support not-
withstanding. She said she thought being honest with herself was the way to do that. 
She had learned a lot during her time in prison and said she would like to help other 
mothers who have been in prison. She commented, “I think it could help for people to 
find positive parts of this instead of dwelling on the negative.” Part of those “negative” 
parts was separation from one’s children. She called it “disconnection” and said it was 
inevitable when you were incarcerated. During her first 18 months in prison, she said 
she tried to be a mom in the free world. She said, “But I liked to have drove myself 
silly” trying to do that. She disclosed that it was hard to accept the familial disruption, 
but using that time to work on herself—to deal with her addiction and how it hurt other 
people—was important if she was going to be good to her children after her release. To 
focus on yourself, Bree suggested letting go of what you could not control on the out-
side, including trying to be the mother you were before incarceration.

Carla and Jocelyn: Out of sight, out of mind. Suspended moms commonly cited the pain 
of thinking about what they could not do as parents as motivation to suspend their 
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motherhood role during incarceration. Carla (age 25) and Jocelyn (age 26), both moth-
ers of two children, shared very similar stories, which concluded that thinking too 
much about their children and/or attempting to be active parents in their children’s 
lives impeded their recovery and made the time apart even more difficult. Carla said 
that even when the caregivers sent pictures of her kids, she put them away and tried to 
block out thinking about them. She said, “It’s sick. I think it’s sick to think like that—
to try and block your kids out. But if you think about what’s going on outside of here, 
it will drive you nuts!” Jocelyn echoed these ideas: she said “out-of-sight, out-of-
mind” was easier when it came to her kids. Yet, Jocelyn still wrote her children weekly 
to combat her fears that her children might think she had forgotten about them, and 
said she fully intended to jump into a mothering role after incarceration.

As these stories illustrate, “suspended moms” participated in minimal parenting 
during incarceration, but they still defined themselves as mothers. These women 
described past struggles against the idea that they could not parent, eventually arriving 
at the position that parenting was not possible during incarceration. As another 
detached mom, Claire, summarized during one of the interviews, “I don’t see how you 
can parent in prison when you don’t have a child to parent to.”

These findings on suspended moms support Owen’s (1998) insight that incarcer-
ated women are often torn between dealing with their individual circumstances in 
prison and responsibilities to families in the free world. Strong connections to the 
outside world can complicate daily life for incarcerated mothers. Suspended mothers 
expressed the same types of pain and grief over the loss of their children and mother-
hood roles as did women in the other categories. Yet, they dealt with it by focusing on 
themselves and trying to block out thoughts about what was happening outside of 
prison—virtually the opposite of same moms. In their view, dealing with parenting 
responsibilities impeded their recovery. Suspended moms also exemplified a specific 
element of family crisis related to ambiguous loss: they were experiencing a shift in 
focus from the family to the individual. Instead of focusing on the family unit, they 
were drawn to focus on themselves. Most of these mothers were active in some fash-
ion in at least some of their children’s lives prior to incarceration. Having entered 
prison, they shifted their focus away from family, specifically mothering duties, and 
prioritized current concerns. Where they chose to focus on their recovery instead of 
parenting, they spoke of that choice as necessary to become better mothers post-incar-
ceration. From suspended moms came a most radical maneuver—the redefinition of 
mothering itself.

Discussion

Imprisonment, among its other harms, provokes a sense of ambiguous loss among 
mothers as they experience separation from both their children and their role as moth-
ers. Our qualitative research interviews suggested that women in prison revise their 
identities as mothers via three distinct narratives in which they are either same moms, 
modified moms, or suspended moms. Women across these groups conceived of moth-
erhood as a central and defining part of their identity. All grappled with how to care 
from behind bars. All of the women looked to a better time of mothering in uncertain 



Easterling et al. 535

futures. The stories they shared cast visions of motherhood. This is what stories can 
do—project meaning into the future, based on history and present circumstance as 
well as enculturated values and desires.

Our findings are similar to those of Enos (2001), suggesting that the mother identity 
must be reconfigured in various ways to maintain motherhood during and beyond the 
incarceration period, with special attention paid to navigating the mothering role both 
during and after incarceration. Prior work has also suggested that “identity work” is an 
expression of individual agency (Toyoki & Brown, 2014). Consistent with such 
research, the mothers in our sample used stories to exert control over their identities. 
Rowe (2011) comments that the process of “reflexive management of self-meanings is 
a technology of the self, employed in response to the dislocation of imprisonment to 
cope with its painful and stigmatizing meaning” (p. 587). This active process suggests 
empowerment by incarcerated mothers despite the stigmatized identities thrust upon 
them by the outside world. Although popular stories construct criminalized women as 
bad mothers (e.g., Linnemann, 2010), their own stories of self can do reconstructive 
work.1 Related to agency is creativity. The variation in the stories told by the women 
in our sample demonstrates that negotiating the mother role is a creative act.

We note some methodological limitations of this study. First, as already stated, the 
sample was fairly homogeneous, and not representative of the overall women’s prison 
population. Mothering from afar has additional layers of complexity for Black and 
other minority women, for whom children are at high risk of violence including vio-
lence at the hands of the state (see Sharpe, 2016). Not being able to protect one’s child 
should cause particularly acute distress, and thus angle the issue of mother identity, 
though we cannot say how with this sample. Further research should be conducted 
with more heterogeneous populations. Second, the study was voluntary and was 
advertised by the prison staff as “Motherhood Research.” Mothers who felt completely 
disconnected from their mothering roles very likely avoided participating. Also, some 
mothers who may feel deeply connected with their children and/or mothering roles 
may have chosen not to participate because sharing intimate details of their parenting 
experience while in prison may have been too painful or too personal to share with a 
researcher. Third, the prison itself dictated that each participant had only a short 
amount of time (typically less than one hr) to spend with the interviewer. More time 
would have allowed for more fully-fleshed out storytelling, and multiple meetings 
could have built a stronger relationship and trust between the participant and the inter-
viewer that could have illuminated additional insights. The prison also barred us from 
audio-recording the interviews, which limited our ability to subject the interview data 
to fine-grained (e.g., discourse) analysis.

A conspicuous and purposive dimension of our methodology is, of course, its focus 
on women. Male prisoners also engage in stigma management, including via stories 
(Ugelvik, 2015). However, as we speculate on the applicability of our findings to men, 
we note that being “a good father” is not a culturally vital position for them in main-
stream Western society. Still, men in prison are fathers (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008) 
and they are likely to suffer ambiguous loss as well, including some sort of identity 
threat concerning fatherhood on account of their incarceration. Future research should 
probe this possibility and its contours.
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Our findings offer important insight into the experience of mothering from prison. 
An understanding of ambiguous loss among incarcerated mothers, and especially 
women’s own knowledge about and ways of dealing with such loss, can and should 
inform interventions. First, incarceration itself should be questioned. The evidence 
mounts for the myriad and lasting ways in which people, including individuals, fami-
lies, and whole communities, suffer from imprisonment. But, as the state continues to 
incarcerate, we must gear programs toward reducing inmate distress and improving 
parent–child bonds during and after imprisonment. We can imagine a peer instruction 
program specifically dedicated to (a) scrutinizing and redefining the role of mother 
from a critical, intersectionally feminist perspective, and (b) sharing concrete strate-
gies for parenting in the present and future. In addition, educating practitioners about 
ambiguous loss and coping strategies used by mothers in prison could inspire them to 
develop formal policies as well as programs that improve future prospects for both 
women in prison and their families, as they negotiate the challenges of incarceration 
and reentry processes. For example, programs that encourage lengthier and more fre-
quent contact between incarcerated mothers and their children might be beneficial for 
reducing role strain and ambiguous loss. Whereas traditional parenting roles would, 
unfortunately, still be strained, more frequent and intimate contact could allow rela-
tionships to be maintained or even to grow during imprisonment.
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