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A Study on the Learning to Attain a
Mothering-Role for Career discontinued

Middle-Class Women

Chung, Ji Yun
Lifelong Education, Department of Education
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

‘Becoming a mother’ is the process of attaining a new identity
as a socially constructed entity through a certain learning process
and not the result of revelation of innate motherhood through
childbirth. This study has researched from the perspective of
lifelong learning the process of how, through resolving different
levels of conflict when performing their mothering-role, mothers
form their identities, reconstruct their reasons for self-existence
and establish their ideal mothering role model.

The researcher has set the study questions below.

First, what are women’s experiences as a ‘mother after
childbirth? Which experiences do they choose to embody in order
to perform mothering-role among those experiences?

Second, to perform mothering-role, what conflicts do ‘mothers’

'3 e 77
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face and how do these conflicts manifest? How there conflicts has
been changed in the process of mothering-role learning?

Third, how can these changes of conflicts be understood in the
perspective of feminism?

After childbirth, ‘mothers’ experience radical changes in their
daily lives. All-day-long breast feeding, sleep deprivation from
night time feeding, soothing crying babies and putting them to
sleep is laborious and causes physical fatigue. Mothers often
experience depression caused by hormonal changes and irregular
changes in their daily routines and activities. As traditional gender
roles are implicitly forced upon them, mothers experience conflicts
with their husbands, mothers-in-law, and their own mothers.
Mothers stress out in unfair situations where only they are
responsibility for rearing babies and where the mothering-role
takes priority over themselves. When mothers realize their anger
and rage from stress, they also experience remorse. After child
birth, mothers experience individual self-negation as those
non-daily activities become their daily routine. This experience of
individual self-negation motivates mothers to learn, and mothers
do learn in order to find a solution to the problem of individual
self-negation.

As mothers do self-examination in order to resolve confusion
occurred by radical changes to their situation, they realize that
they need to change their character or habits. As time goes Dby,

mothers obtain new meaning of ‘mother’ as they bond with their
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children and motherhood is manifested. As they perform unfamiliar
mothering-role, they feel the satisfaction and achievement and
children become their other self and flesh. They feel happy and
joy because of the affection, love and attention expressed by their
children with whom they communicate. As they communicate with
their children, mothers construct their new identity, ‘full-time
mother’, by accepting peripheral and supportive mothering-role.
Conflict occurs when mothers are demanded to perform
traditional mothering-role and wife-role by their husbands,
mothers—-in—law, or their own mothers based on ideologies of
motherhood and familism in Korean society. Mothers struggle to
balance between works and life for social success that is expected
by their family members even though they want to be a
stay—at-home mother. They conflict with abnormally expanded
concept of ‘super-mom ideology’ because mothers have to be fully
responsible for education of their children due to neoliberalism,
familism, and meritocracy of Korean society. To resolve those
conflicts, they look for the causes through self-examination as
they face their angry reaction toward conflicts. They reconstruct
and evaluate their experiences and combine them with growth
process with their own mothers’ child rearing method and attitude.
Through this process, mothers find in—-depth understanding of
themselves, which becomes grounds to find out the characteristics
of a ‘good mother’. They do learn to resolve conflicts which they

face as they perform mothering-role. As the result of learning,
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they develop subcategories of ‘full-time mother’ identity, which are
‘discipliner’ identity, ‘child-rearer’ identity, ‘education planner’
identity, and ‘guide’ identity.

They find out ‘the image of good mother’ through discerning of
growth experiences and modern society as they build up a new
identity. The image of good mother whom they found out seems
to internalize motherhood ideology inversely. The good mother
whom they image have intimate relationship with children and
know children’s daily activity. And they have to give advice on
career course, Kkeeping a certain distance and take children to
various educational programs to experience different things. And
they also plans private extra curriculums to manage their
children’s  school grades. They also embrace naturally
child-centered life style and accept motherhood ideology
self-contradictorily in that they give up their career just for their
children’s education and development and postpone achieving their
life—goal.

The traits of mother-role learning is multi-leveled. Mothers
remember their own growth experience naturally. By reconstructing
these memories, mothers examine their own mother’'s mothering
method and attitude. They unlearn them or apply their own
mother’s mothering method to theirs. Therefore, mothering-role
learning has the aspects of experiential learning, self-examine
learning, imitative learning and unlearning.

Lastly, ‘mothering-role’ learning has dialectical traits. As children
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grow up, the mothering-role also changes. For infants and
toddlers, mothers concentrate on physical growth and development,
but for adolescents, they take a role as a mentor to guide life
course or carrier and a comforter for emotional well-being.
Mothers have to learn new mothering-roles and execute them as
their children grow. Those mothering—-roles performed beforehand
becomes grounds for learning of a new mothering-role and
learning resource. Therefore, the process of ‘becoming a mother’
shows recursive and dialectic aspect of learning which triggers
mothering-role learning with accumulations of mothering-role
experiences.

This study is significant because it shows that middle-class
mothers who experienced career discontinuity build up their
identity through mothering-role learning, and the identity has
been changed dialectically to children’s developmental stage. And
this study found out that they internalize inversely motherhood
ideology as they develop their identities. Applying these finding,
this study discusses the direction of lifelong education for
middle—class mothers who experienced career discontinuity in the

perspective of feminism.

Keywords : motherhood, mothering-role, identity, feminism,
feminism pedagogy, child rearing, mothering-role learning,
becoming a mother.
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