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F o r  Rob, 

For understanding . . . . .  



The storyteller settled back into her chair and 
appeared to be contemplating an answer to the question 
asked of her. A heavy silence enveloped the roorn. The 
storyteller smiled as she shifted her  position in the 
large a m  chair. 

" L e t  me begin by telling you a story . . . . .  From 
this story you may recognize what you seek. You may see 
fragments of yourself . . . . . .  how you came into being w h o  
you are, the moulding and the crafting of values and 
actions which ultimately framed you . . . . .  Listen 
carefully . . .  while 1 tell you of how I came to be." 

Without further hesitation, she began . . . . . . .  



"No one ever told us we had to study our lives, 
make of Our lives a study, as if learning natural 
history or music, that we should begin 
with simple exercises first 
and slowly go on trying 
the hard ones, practicing till strength 
and accuracy became one with the daring 
to leap into transcendence, take the chance 
of breaking d o m  in the wild arpeggio 
or faulting the full sentence of the fugue 
- And in fact w e  can't live like that: we take on 
everything at once before werre forced to begin 
in the midst of the hardest movement, 
the one already sounding as we are born. 
At most wef re allowed a few months 
of simply listening to the simple line 
of a woman's voice singing a child 
against her heart. Everything else is too soon, 
too sudden, the wrenching-apart, that woman's 
heartbeat heard ever after from a distance, 
the loss of that ground-note echoing 
whenever we are happy, or in despair. 

ADRIENNE RICH 
f rom Transcendental Etude " 
in The D r e a m  of a Common Language 

(Hancock (1989); p. 261) 



. . . .Let me begin 

by t e l l i n g  you a story.. . . 

" Everyone has the r ight  t o  t e l l  t h e  

t r u t h  about  h e r  own l i f e .  " 
B a s s  \ Davis 

T h e  Courage to Heal 



Hurnan beings make meaning primarily through 

narrative, the telling and retelling of a story or 

several stories. These stories are Ilthe interna1 and 

external values, images, cultural memories and 

experiences . . . .  which might validate, inform or 
enhance one's experiencev (Metzger, 1992; pp.6-7). 

Through the qualitative design of narrative inquiry, 

the following stories will pull out the common threads 

in the tapestry of womenfs lives, threads of 

socializing forces which condition women to accept 

certain rules, but which ultimately silence and oppress 

us. These threads, saturated with guilt, failure and 

self-depreciation, influence our everyday life 

experiences. 

To contextualize the growth and development of 

narrative inquiry, 1 must write the context of my own 

li£e, reflecting upon my own experiences. Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule (1986) write about the 

need to Iqallow the self back into the process of 

knowingtl (p. 136) , as women have been taught to I1weed 

out the selfu (p.136) by our political, cultural and 

social institutions. In weeding through my experiences 

(stories) cornes the knowledge of self and voice, a 

recognition that acts as a foundation from wnich to 

listen to and share the voices of others. 



Narrative Inquiry 

"Narrative is both a mode of reasoning and a 
mode of representation. People can app;ehend 
the world narratively and people can tell 
about the world narrativelyw 
(Richardson, 1990; p.21) . 
"The purpose of descriptive narrative 

research is to produce an accurate 
description of the interpretive narrative 
accounts individuals or groups use to make 
sequences of events in their lives or 
organizations meaningful" (Polkinghorne, 
1988; pp. 161-162) . 

The term 'narrativer is being used to mean both 

a process and a product as spoken of by Richardson 

(1990) and Polkinghorne (2988). Connelly and Clandinin 

(1990) write that narrative names the structured 

quality of the experience to be studied, and it names 

the patterns of inquiry for its study. To preserve this 

distinction, research has used the reasonably well- 

established device of calling the phenornenon 'storyr 

and the inquiry 'narrative'. Thus, it is said that 

people by nature lead storied lives and tell stories of 

those lives, whereas narrative research describes such 

lives, collects and tells stories of them, and writes 

narratives of the experience (p.2). There is the 

distinction of the story being the events referred to 

and the narrative, the telling or voicing of those 

events . 

As stated earlier, humans make meaning 

primarily through narrative (Carr, 1986; Mishler, 1986; 



Metzger, 1992) and the narrative may serve as a device 

by which a whole may be examined. "The  narrative scheme 

serves as a lens through which the apparently 

independent and disconnected elements of existence are 

seen as related parts of the whole" (Polkinghorne, 

1988; p.36). Collaborative research then takes place 

between the story-teller and the listener, a mutually 

constructed narrative which may transcend boundaries 

and give explanation to society's influences into the 

everyday lived experience (Rosen, 1987) . 

"We learned that we, too, needed to 
tell Our stories. Scribes we were not; story 
tellers and story livers we were. And in Our 
story telling, the stories of our 
participants merged with Our own to create 
new stories, ones that we have labelled 
'collaborative stories'" (Clandinin and 
Connelly, 1990; p.12). 

T h e  Voices of Power and Knowledge 

Power and knowledge are the social 

constructions defined and used by dominant groups 

within a society or a societal institution. The 

contextualization of power and knowledge regulates 

margins in which those who suffer injuctice, inequality 

and exploitation live their lives (Olson and Shopes, 

1991; Weiler, 1988; Kirby and McKenna, 1989) . 

Those individuals who have power (placing power 

and knowledge in the same context, as those who have 



knowledge have power) have what the majority of society 

considers valuable, important. A powerful group of 

individuals then represents the dominant society. The 

dominant society can then define and put into practice 

the role expectations of 'others', those outside of the 

dominant society, those who live on the margins. T h e  

dominant conceptual schemes of the natural and social 

sciences fit the experience that Western men of the 

elite classes and races have of themselves and the 

world around themn (Harding, 1991; p . 4 8 ) .  

Women's knowledge has been rejected as 

practical, too rooted in the reality of everyday 

living, built upon their social realities which differ 

from those of men (Duval, 1985; Heilbrun, 1988; 

Hochschild, 1989) . Smith (1987) has emphasized that 
woments voices have been marginalized £rom the 

intellectual, cultural and political worlds. "The 

papers originate in the women's rnovernent's discovery 

that as women we had been living in an intellectual, 

cultural, and political world, £rom whose making we had 

been almost entirely excluded and in which we had been 

recognized as no more than marginal voices" (Smith, 

1987; p . 1 ) .  Added to this is the problem that women had 

come to 'namef their lives in the very terms which had 

been constructed outside of themselves, 

Lewis (1990) claims that women need not "be 

taught what we already know, nor taught the language 

through which to speak what we knowM ( p . 3 ) .  To gain 

confidence and power, women must find ways to visibly 

express what they already live and voice. Feminist 

research, that which brings to the forefront issues 



relating to the oppression and the subordination of 

women, init iates social change. 

Valuing and using narrative may be an avenue to 

articulate personal, cultural and social change. 

"Marginalizing of the narrative may serve the 
political interests of entrenched, social, scientific 
elites, but it does not serve the social sciences of 
society . . . . . .  Narrative gives room for the expression 
of Our individual and shared fates, our personal and 
communal worlds . . . . .  Narrative is the best way to 
understand the human experience, because it is the way 
humans understand their lives. It is the closest to the 
human experience and hence the least falsifying of that 
experience, and it rejuvenates the sociological 
imagination in the service of liberatory civic 
discourses and transf ormative social. pro j ectsw 
(Richardson, 1990; p .65)  . 



Living the tale . . . . .  . 

"And it is a hard thing to make up 
stories to live by. We can only retell and 
live by the stories we have read or heard 
. . . . . . .  They may be read, or chanted, or 
expressed electronically, or corne to us, like 
the murmurings of Our mothers, telling us 
what conventions demand. Whatever their form 
or medium, these stories have formed us all; 
they are what we must use to make new 
fictions, new narratives." 

Carolyn Heilbrun 
W r i t i n g  a Woman's L i f e  



The myths (the fictitious narratives ernbodying 

popular ideas on natural phenomena and cultural 

existence) and stories upon which Our society is based, 

and which are held firm as example, are male-based, 

patriarchal, and believed to have been that way with 

humans since the beginning of time. Many authors, 

including Dodson Gray (19821, Debold, Malave, and 

Wilson (1993)) Hall (1990), have noted that women have 

never been in charge of the myth system. Women were 

valued and held in high regard for their 'magical gift' 

of fertility and child bearing, that is, until the 

man's role in the act of conception was realized; then 

even here, the womants role was devalued as an 

everyday occurrence. 

It was men who created the associations that are 

referred to as culture and society as they have 

throughout history had the freedom to 'leavef , to roam 
where they choose and to create, whereas women were 

involved in the bearing of children, in the caring for 

and nurturing of children, the farrning of and 

preparation of food, and providing the basic 

necessities of life for their families. A glimspe of 

this format is seen in the Biblical account of the 

virtuous wife, Proverbs 31, where the 'goodf wife and 

mother tends to the 'needs' of her household while the 

man, the husband, sits at the city gates participating 

in the formation of those " broader associations which 
we cal1 'societyf, universalistic systems of order, 

meaning and cornmitment that link particular mother- 



child groupsff (Dodson Gray, 1982; p.32). In many 

cultures throughout time, the woman's role has been to 

care for and nurture the family, while the man's has 

been to explore, to guard and to expand, whether 

through barter or war, the resources of the family and 

the community. 

Even today, in spite of the studies and in-roads 

that women have made, this pattern of the male dominant 

society holds true. Many women are still the silent 

background nurturers while the men are in charge of 

maintaining the culture. Men's achievernents are thus 

recognized and held in high esteem where women's 

activities are regarded as a less valuable, not 

considered achievements, but necessary everyday life 

practices. 

In conversation with the new pastor of the local 

Baptist church which 1 attend, he inquired how my 

studies were going and my status with regard to 

finishing my degree. As this young man appeared £ r o m  

the pulpit to have taken a more 'liberal' stance 

towards women's station in life than other ministers 1 

had listened to in the past, 1 took the chance to quizz 

him regarding the 'placement' of women in the Judeo- 

Christian culture. This young man answered me in a way 

that would avoid a clash of ideologies as he said that 

it was not God's intention to create woman as a servant 

to man but as a helpmate, someone to aid and to be a 

cornpanion to man (which could still be considered a 

position of servant or slave). He had been taught that 



God had not created woman from the skull bone of man 

because this would have shown that woman was superior 

to man. Woman was not created £rom bone extracted from 

man's foot as this would have shown that she was 

beneath him in stature; but that woman was created £rom 

man's rib to show that she was equal to man. This young 

man did concede that it was unfortunate that 'manf had 

not viewed God's creation in this manner but had chosen 

to exploit her thus resulting in the status of women 

today. 1 commented that it was unfortunate that the 

Bibical illustrations and verses presented to women who 

follow the Judeo-Christian faith as the examples by 

which they should live were those most damaging to 

women as they bound the very people whom they were 

meant to aid. 

' Societyf , however, does not endorse this young 

pastorts interpretation of equality in the Bibical 

account of Creation. Eve, representing Everywornan, was 

created as a helpmate to Adam £rom one of his ribs; but 

rather than being seen as an equal, she is seen as 

second in line, her existence is seen only in relation 

to Adam and not given full individual representation. 

Her status is further deteriorated in the story of the 

'Fall from Grace' where Eve is held responsible for the 

action of the eating of the forbidden fruit while Adam 

is seen as an innocent bystander. Woman is seen as the 

source of the original sin thus giving a theological 

justification to 'maintaining the cultural status O£ 
male domination and female subservience' (Stern, 1991; 

p. 88). 



It has become the role of fundamentalist 

Christian religions to teach women to be 'goodr. Using 

a parent-child relationship, God is seen as the 

absolute judge of Our behaviour and master of our 

destinies. A ' good' woman, one 'worthy of praise and 

redemption' has been described as one who devotes 

herself to servicinq the needs of her family (Proverbs 

31) , a supportive role as it has been concluded that a 
man can not succeed in his endeavours outside of the 

home and be devoted to his worship of God unless the 

woman stays home to care for and nurture him and his 

family. Stern (1991; ( p . 9 0 ) )  notes " a woman's mind and 
energies are to be directed to fulfilling a man's 

needs, so that a man's mind and energies can be 

directed to fulfilling the broader needs of God and 

man." Women are conditioned early in life to seek 

approval, either that of a parent, teacher, mate, to 

prove their worth and their salvation; in other words, 

women have be conditioned to see their value through 

their service to others, silenced publicly, a resident 

of the home. 

This image of the 'good' woman is also seen in 

the stories that 'we have read and heaxd' (Heilbrun 

(1989)), those fairy tale romances (either the stories 

of times gone which have been passed on or modern 

£iction) where everyone lives happily ever after. In 

each, there is the young woman who is unaware of her 

beauty and virtues, living under intolerable 

circumstances and suffering tne demands of mean, 

vengeful (and probably frustrated) older women. The 



young woman is 'saved' or 'rescuedl by the handsome, 

powerful 'prince' but only after he has slain a dragon 

or a witch, or even both. They are married during an 

immense wedding service and live happily ever after. 

But do they? We know what the man (prince) does 

as we read or hear of his adventures. The woman (who 

supposedly now is a princess, a woman of status) is 

never heard of again. She is silenced. 

This formula fairy tale has become the mythical 

success story of people in most cultures world wide. 

The 'prince' is the man in control of his own destiny, 

powerful, strong and invulnerable. Though he takes time 

to make sure he has the wife, family and home, his true 

measures of success are his material status and 

community influence. The 'princessl is the wife and 

rnother who is seen as an appendage of the husband, and 

her success is seen only tbrough his position in the 

community. 

"Fairy tale and myth are the forerunners of 

psychology: they explain, and give structure and 

meaning to, the lived experience of human l i f e "  

(Debold, Malave, Wilson, 1993; p. 65-66) . These 
cultural stories allow men to become heroes, while for 

women, they represent the romance story. Each also 

represents sacrifice as men must sacrifice 'intimacy, 

emot ional vulnerability, and community' (p. 66) . Women 
must sacrifice their public life, their voice and 

power, as well as 'their trust in other women' (p.66) . 



For children who are eager to fit into societyrs 

clubs and associations, the underlying structures of 

the stories appear to represent guidelines which soothe 

the pains of growth and adolesence. Unseen to these 

children, however, are the unspoken truths about the 

conventions and realities which shape the contexts of 

human relationships. 

Young men sacrifice their emotional ties with 

their mother to becorne the main character in the 'hero 

story', to prove invulnerability and are compensated 

with power - 'power to dominate and to ensure that they 

will not su£ fer inequality' (Debold, Malave, Wilson, 

1993; p.68) -, and independence. This presents a 

problem of emotional isolation as not al1 men are 

capable of dealing with or attaining emotional self- 

sufficiency. This condition is then solved in a 

relationship with another woman, a supporter such as a 

wife, a mistress, a daughter, a secretary, and in some 

cases the re-establishment or reconnection of the 

relationship with the mother. The 'hero story' persists 

at the expense of young men who secretly suffer through 

childhood and adolescence concealing the anger of loss 

and the shame of vulnerability. 

The romance story offers even less to young women 

who, in losing their identity, seek to find self in the 

shadows of their 'heroesl. Young women are lead to 

believe that 'true lovef and 'goodness' will bring them 

life lived 'happily ever after'. The hero is in the 

position of culturally sanctioned power - physical, 



economical, social, sexual. The girl, as influenced by 

the romance story, is lead to believe that if she 

entices man ' love' and marry her, will 

gain powex (security) by sharing his 'economic power 

and privilegef . In latching on to her herols existence 
and power, the girl connection with her 

desires and knowledge which devalues her own sense of 

being and potential. Through the 'romance' story 

taught that her social and 

economic advancement is linked to her ability to 

attract and marry a man of higher socioeconornic status. 

Though young women have no wish t o  live the lives t h a t  

their mothers have led, they fa11 victim to the false 

hope that the ' ronance' story breathes. Unf ortunately, 

this too is the advice offered to them by their 

mothers; women who have already felt the betrayal of 

the  'ideal', who have knowledge of the reality and have 

been silenced by it. 

"Girls and women are guided t o  
look outside themselves - to men- 
for t h e i r  deepest satisfaction. ' 
When we live outside ourselves, and 
by that 1 mean on external 
directives only rather than from 
Our interna1 knowledge and needs,' 
writes Audre Lorde, ' . . .  then our 
lives are limited by external and 
alien forms, and we conform to the 
needs of a [social] structure that 
is not based on human need, let 
alone an individual's.' Having lost 
their deepest connection to their 
own desire and knowledge, women 
latch on to menf s drive and power. 
They devalue themselves and their 



potential as they idealize the 
possibility of true love. Little is 
as importantn (Debold, Malave, 
Wilson, 1993; p.72-73). 

Such myths and stories have shaped my life. They 

became the 'guidelines' by which 1 lived, sacrificing 

m y  personal ,  interna1 desires t o  follow a path of 

someone else's making 'outside' of myself. 



Visions 

1 use to have 
visions 
of me. 

Some of those visions 
were dreams, 
some hopes, 
sorne desires. 

Some where 
early 
along the way, 
mists clouded my visions, 
I became trapped 
into a reality 
of someone else's 
making, 
someone else's dreams, 
hopes, 
and desires. 

What I had desired 
seemed foolish, 
wanton, absurd, 
frivolous; 
not a way to make 
a living, not a way 
to live a life. 

1 wanted to live on a small farm 
(with a barn, 
some hens, a goat, 
maybe a cow or two 
and a riding horse) 
near the ocean 
so 1 could hear the 
waves crash on the shoreline. 

1 wanted to Wear big 



baggy shirts, no bra, 
with jeans; 
go bare foot if 1 pleased. 

My hair plaited in 
a braid, in a length 
past my ass. 
Free to gather flowers 
£rom the beds which 1 tended. 

In my garden house 
with the view of the ocean, 
1 earned a living 
moulding craft at the 
wheel, 
drawing with pencil 
the colour harvest of my ga 
writing fragments £rom the 
mind. 

I wanted to bear children 
and nurse them through 
life, not j u s t  
of my body, but 
the food of rny 

with 
with 
sou1 , 

the essence of 
nature granted above 
and around me. 

1 wanted to grow old 
with one man 
whom 1 learnt to 
love, not just to 
desire. 

1 wanted to share 
life 
on the £ a m  
near the ocean 
where 1 could hear 
the waves crash 
on the shoreline. 

the milk 

1 use to have 
visions 
of me. 



Some of those visions 
w e r e  dreams, 
some hopes, 
some desires. 

1 use 
to have 
visions. 

- E v e  



Whenever We Grow. . . . 

1 can distinctly remember sitting behind the 

steering wheel of the car, trying to make up my mind in 

which direction to proceed. 1 had stopped the car in an 

intersection that would allow me to travel forward, 

moving further along the route 1 had been following, in 

the direction of Halifax city until 1 reached the 

Peggyrs Cove turn off. I t hen  could follow the South 

Shore road to Yarmouth where 1 could obtain passage on 

the ferry that would take me across the watery expanse 

to Bar Harbour, Maine . . . .  Or 1 could take the right turn 
ont0 a short cut which trailed cross country and follow 

my daily route to work. 1 had sat quite coolly and 

calmly and had weighed my options. 

I had had enough. 1 was tired of everything - 

the extra demands that year-end brings to the school 

day, the everyday scheduling and rescheduling of daily 

family living, the conflict which had arisen within the 

extended family, the fighting, blaming, bickering, the 

constant emotional upheaval that my husband and I had 

had to endure during the past year. 1 instinctively 



knew that this crisis, though we were not the initial 

contenders and were only affected by the family web, 

was only just beginning . . .  there would be after shocks 
which would sweep havoc into Our lives for some time. A 

resolution would corne only after more heartache and 

family disruption. For me though, at that particular 

moment, the answer was simply to drive away. 1 had 

heard that people had done this; could 1 too? Drive 

away and become someone else. 1 carried the cheque book 

in my purse so f could get a little cash before 1 left 

the province. 1 had my Visa card. 1 could be traced, 

yes . . . .  but 1 would also be gone and could, more readily 
from a distance, Say no. 

The other option was the more difficult. Simply 

to stay, not to think of myself, but of my husband, son 

and daughter; they were caught up in this web of 

destruction as 1 was. My compassion for them 

overwhelmed my desire to be free . . . . .  1 Say compassion 
as it sounds more romantic. The compassion though was 

wrapped in the emotions of guilt (for having thought of 

myself first, for thinking of myself when my husband 

left with two small children would have been devastated 

by my disappearance) and shame (for thinking of 

deserting my children, the fruit of my own flesh) of 

letting my own emotions, desires, rule for a moment, 

for being selfish, for wallowing in my own inability to 

cope with the fiasco that had consumed our lives. 

Needless to Say, 1 chose the more difficult 

task and made the right turn, following that route to 



work; the sarne route that would, as the day progressed, 

lead me back to my husband and children, and the tumult 

that had put me in the position where my guard had 

fallen, weakened, to give light to the way 1 truly 

felt, what 1 had desired the most . . . .  a chance to do 
something for me. 

Sometime later in the day when 1 realized what I 

had almost done, that 1 had almost run away leaving al1 

behind, 1 was overcome with an intense sense of guilt 

and shame. 1 became quite flustered, afraid that 

someone else might be able to see that person inside of 

me who wanted so dearly to escape. To hide that part of 

me away £rom the eyes of my everyday world, 1 worked 

even harder over the years at fulfilling the roles that 

were allocated to me, those of wife, mother, daughter, 

teacher and community member. 1 became so intensely 

adept in playing these roles, ignoring the voice which 

came funneling upward £rom the depth of my 

subconscious, warning, even begging me stop, to take 

stock of my actions, my intentions, that 1 was not 

prepared for the devastation that came with the 

breaking of the emotional/social dam. It seemed that 

life as 1 had lived it had come to a halt. 

In order to mend the foundations of my life 1 had 

to filter through the emotional\social fragments that 

had been collecting in my mindfs bin since childhood, 

to take stock of what was valuable, important to me in 

relation to my family, my immediate family, meaning my 

husband and children. It has been this process of 



taking stock that has led me to analyse how 1 became 

the person that 1 am and to realize that unconsciously 

1 had been questioning rny life roles as wife, mother, 

teacher and adult female for some the. Silently 1 had 

been questioning the expectations of my family circle, 

my school administration and the community 

relationships which seemed to run hand in hand with the 

fulfilling of the roles alloted to me. As time 

progressed, 1 had begun to ask myself rather loudly who 

had formulated and designated the social - housekeeping 

- caretaker chores to women, questioning their 
judgement and reasoning in doing so. Why, other than 

the obvious biological one, would they do this? ( 1 

also wondered who this elusive 'they' referred to?) 1 

acknowledged my discontent in performing the roles that 

1 seemed to have assimilated and wondered why 1 felt so 

dispirited when 1 hadnrt upheld what seemed to be my 

obligations within these social constructs. The guilt 1 

felt when 'not upholding my end' seemed to lead to my 

accepting more functions and responsibilities so that 

soon my plate began to over flow. Though 1 was still 

able to execute what 1 believed to be my duties, 1 was 

spreading myself thin. This meant that I was not 

effectively meeting the standards 1 had set for myself. 

"On the other hand, 1 hear that young woman 
who speaks to me in anger, who derides me for 
being the bearer of 'bad news' and who wants 
to believe that Our oppression/subordination 
is something we create in our heads. It has 
been my experience that, for many women, 
working through and coming to a feminist 
perspective is not easy. This journey often 
generates anger and ultimately a 



politicization of every moment of Our 
persona1 and public lives until we can corne 
to grips with the positive political 
potential of Our anger - an anger that is 
freed by the uncovering/unbinding of 
centuries of powerlessness and the denial of 
conditions for speaking, what we know, in 
terms circumscribed by our own desires and 
interests. 

Women don't need to be taught what we 
already know . . .  Nor do we need to be taught 
the language through which to speak what we 
know. Rather we need to find ways of 
understanding what we are already saying and 
how we are saying it. (Lewis, M.; 1990) 

The summer of 1990 brought with it a time of 

disintegrat ion for me; critical point 

when my plate of responsibilities began to overflow. I 

was forced to stop racing through life at neck-breaking 

speeds, to evaluate the situations others and 1 had 

allowed to be constructed, and to make some drastic 

alterations in my life. Securing a medical leave £rom 

my teaching position, 1 rested. 

During my period of dormancy, the questions, 

doubts and concerns I had had about the roles 1 engaged 

in or fulfilled as a woman rose to the surface of rny 

consciousness. The level of my discornfort when faced 

with these nagging doubts increased over a year during 

which time 1 tried to find solutions which would bring 

some resolve to the unsettling notion that the real 

'mer was out there, just beyond my reach. I looked for 

' m e ' ,  the elusive self, but obviously in the wrong 

places as I never found 'mef nor any semblance of who 1 

thought 'me' should be. 1 kept up the chase until 



finally I realised 1 could not do this thing myself. I 

turned outward, taking a huge risk, and spoke of my 

dilemma. 1 began to talk to other people, other women, 

about my 'situation'. 1 was directed to texts and 

individuals who gave me some insight into my 

'awakening' as a fernale person. 1 was no longer 'justl 

a teacher, a wife, a mother . . .  but an individual who 
was moving out of line, out of character. By this, 1 

mean 1 was deconstructing the mould that 1 had allowed 

to be framed around me, breaking the pattern of a 

womants life as tradition and society saw it and 

seeking the person 1 wanted to be. 

I have lived my life by the values and morals 

which 1 had been taught as a growing child, by the role 

expectations of my parents, teachers and religion, by 

the expectations and needs of my husband, family, 

school board and high school administration. 1 have 

stretched and adjusted my roles according to the 

influences of my peers and those people whose opinions 

1 valued. 1 have been the dutiful daughter, student, 

wife, mother, teacher and employee. 1 have not been 

subjected to physical or sexual abuse. 1 have, however, 

begun to believe that 1 was ideologically abused in the 

sense that 1 was 'trained and taughtt a woman's place 

in society; that of care-giver, wife, mother, healer, 

manager, Mrs. Fix-It, not that of an independent, 

intelligent, socially and politically educated person. 

"Looking at ourselves up close we risk 
exposing our insecurities; revealing bad 
habits and dangerous biases; or recognizing 



Our mediocrity, immaturity, or obessive need 
for control. In some cases, we find the price 
of growth is simply too high- It rneans 
changes in cherished assumptions, breaking 

- 

down old patterns and habits, recognizing the 
pathologies of Our relationships with our 
colleagues, our students and even Our 
spouses . . . . .  Alice Walker (1988) talks about 
growth as a process of becoming spiritually 
larger; 'Whenever we grow, we tend to feel 
it, as a young seed must feel the weight and 
inertia of the earth as it seeks to break out 
of its shell on its way to becorning a plant. 
Often the feeling is anything but 
pleasant. ' (p. 70) ". (Neilsen, 1990; p. 133) 

In questioning the 'custornaryr role of wornen and 

the 'motheringr aspects of my role as an educator, 1 

began to realize that a great many of the tasks that 1 

cornpleted were done out of a sense of obligation, 

assumed responsibility and guilt. Guilt dorninated and 

clouded the other issues as this ernotion seerned to be 

fueled by a deep simrnering anger. 

As guilt plays a role influencing the actions of 

women, 1 believe, that this ernotion reigns and wreaks 

havoc in the life of the 'working rnotherr, the woman 

with children who also works outside of the home. It 

sits on her shoulders, weighing her down, draining the 

feelings of competence, self-assurance and self-esteem 

£rom her soul, replacing them with self-doubt, anxiety, 

resentment and ill-health - fueling the anger which 

feeds the guilt. The cycle continues . . . . .  until the 
plate overflows, as it did with me, forcing one to 

stand back and evaluate who she is. 



In stepping away, new questions began to 

formulate, demanding to be answered . . . . . .  Why did and 
do 1 carry this bag of guilt? From where and what has 

it evolved? In acknowledging it, do I squelch its 

growth, make it go away or merely state its existence? 

Does recognition of the guilt begin the process of 

healing, quenching the anger that lies just beneath the 

fumes? How deeply has the anquish affected my worlds - 

the private as daughter, wife, mother and £riend? - the 

public as teacher, associate, community member and 

neighbour? Wow greatly does questioning the effects 

change the format of the roles 1 enact? Do al1 women, 

al1 working mothers, suffer thus? 1s this suffering 

more apparent, more entrenched in women who are 

teachers as they are also responsible for the care- 

taking of other people's children? 

"We are now in the midst of a 
period of transition from the 
stability of defined roles for men 
and women tcward a time in which 
individuals will be able to 
determine the balance of work and 
family responsibilities they prefer 
independent of gendex. During this 
transition, many woman are 
experiencing work overload, 
loneliness, guilt, anger, a sense 
of inadequacy, even despair." 

(Schwartz, 1992; p. 110) 



What is th is  ' t h i n g '  c a l l e d  . . . . . . .  

It was early evening, one Thursday last April. 

The chores for that day had been done; 1 was in the 

study with Rob, my husband, discussing plans for an 

out-building when the telephone rang. 1 had been 

expecting a phone cal1 as earlier in the day 1 had 

called Seth's grade three teacher, Mrs. X.. She had not 

been at work nor at home when 1 tried to reach her so 1 

had left a message requesting that she telephone me 

when it was convenient for her. 

I had not been able to attend the parent\teacher 

conference that had taken place two weeks earlier as 1 

had been working during the day and had left my work 

place to attend a class at Mount Saint Vincent 

University that evening. The next day 1 had written 

Mrs. X. explaining my absence £rom the meeting and 

requesting an after-school appointment. 1 did not 

receive a reply to my letter. 1 then tried to reach 

Mrs. X. at the school but was unable to contact her. 1 



tried again a few days later. This tirne, however, I had 

had left a message at her home. 1 wanted to discuss 

Seth's progress, to speak with her about his general 

progress and behaviour. Seth had been improving in his 

reading and writing skills with the aid of his resource 

teacher, so 1 was not too concerned but 1 did want to 

make contact with his teacher to make sure a l 1  was 

well . 

Nothing could have prepared me for what followed 

my hello. 

After the niceties were over, 1 apologised for 

not being able to attend the parent\teacher conferences 

and asked if there was anything amiss . . . .  In answer to 
my inquiry, Mrs. X. replied that Seth was such a 

sweetheart, such a happy little boy to work with but 

. . .  he was not doing well in school. She doubted that he 
would be able to progress enough during the last two 

months of school to guarantee him a pass from grade 

three. 1 was dumb-founded! 

1 asked how this was possible. Mrs. X. began a 

report which included Seth's inability to work without 

assistance, his inattentiveness, his lack of the basic 

working skills. Finally coming out of my stupor, I 

recited the words that she had used in her written 

report, that Seth had been doing well. If he was doing 

so poorly why 1 had not been informed before ? Why had 

she also not tried to reach me when 1 had not attended 

the parent\teacher conference? (1 have always made a 



point of attending al1 parent\teacher conferences.) 

Mrs. X. evaded rny question and insisted that Seth 

was doing poorly. She then said that if his daily 

attendance had not been so poor, he might have had a 

better chance. 1 knew then with certainty that the 

woman had her facts wrong. Seth had missed six days of 

school since the beginning of the school year. She 

insisted that he had rnissed much more. 1 had proof that 

he had not. 

Mrs. X. then brought up the issue of Seth's hcme 

work scribbler - 1 had not been signing it. Was 1 not 

interested in seeing that he had completed his work? 1 

explained 1 had decided that it was time that the child 

take on that responsibility for himself or suffer the 

consquences of a detention at school. She informed me 

that she didn't punish her students, and 1 replied that 

perhaps she should so that children saw the 

consequences of not completing their work. 1 also asked 

her what had been the point of giving the child 

directions and harping about them if she were not going 

to do something about it. Mrs. X. then conceded that 

she would try my threat of a detention to see if it 

made an impression on Seth. (1 knew it would as he 

would have to tell me about the detention and Seth 

didn't like being on my 'bad' side as I would ground 

h i m . )  

Mrs. X. then said the most extra-ordinary thing. 

"1 am going out on a lirnb here by saying this but you 



have no time for your son." She went on to Say that my 

schedule was too busy, 1 had too nany children and no 

time for any of them. Seth's inability to progress was 

rny fault because of my lack of caring. 1 felt that she 

was telling me that 1 was a selfish bitch with little, 

if any, affection for my children thus contributing to 

their lack of self-esteem. 

1 had enough control of my mouth and my temper 

to tell Mrs. X. that it was senseless for us to 

continue this discussion, that we should meet where 1 

could review Seth's work and that Seth's resource 

teacher, Mrs. B., ought to be at the meeting. We agreed 

on the following Wednesday. 

1 was nearly in tears. 1 repeated the gist of 

the conversation to my husband who was as surprised by 

the twist of events as 1 was. He was the first to Say 

that Mrs. X. had her facts wrong. We were both 

indignant at her remarks regarding the care of Our 

children and her gall in stating that we had too many 

children and no time for them. (Our idea of time away 

£rom Our children for the past fourteen years was to 

run an errand in the village. We could quite possiblly 

count on one hand the number of times we 'went out' 

together over a period of a year, every year for those 

fourteen years.) It was agreed that 1 would call the 

school principal and the resource teacher to figure out 

how this situation had gone awry. 1 left a message for 

the principal to call me regardless of the hour. 1 was 

able to contact the resource teacher. 



I knew Mrs. B. rather well as we had worked 

together over the past few years trying to alleviate 

Seth's problems. 1 felt comfortable calling her but 

what 1 had not been prepared for was my reaction to her 

kind words. She was as surprised as I was at Mrs. X's 

comments. Mrs. B. assured me that sornething was amiss 

as Seth was doing well though he still required 

remedial help; he was progressing and in conversations 

she had had with Mrs. X., he was said to be doing well 

with his regular classroom exercises. Mrs. B. saw no 

reason for Seth not to progress to the next grade level 

though we would still have to continue to working on 

the skills that we had comrnitted to earlier in the 

school year. 

During this conversation, 1 began to tremble 

uncontrollably and to cry quietly. (My husband was 

sitting at the kitchen table and was watching in 

disbelief as 1 lost control.) Mrs. B. sensing my great 

distress assured me everything was fine, there had just 

been some misunderstanding and that she would check 

into the matter in the morning. 1 thanked her and said 

good-night. Though 1 had been able to gain some degree 

of composure, 1 was still hearing a voice inside my 

head telling me that 1 had failed. 1 had been struck by 

an immense sense of failure and felt the opening of an 

old wound being rubbed raw once more. (What working 

mother has not felt guilt when leaving her children for 

hours at a tirne, to leave to fulfill other obligations 

which appeared more important at that moment?) Even 

though 1 knew that Mrs. X. must have her facts wrong, 



there lingered the words that 1 had failed those people 

who were most precious to me . . .  1 was struck with a 
wave of guilt. The fear of not having provided for 

one's children has left working mothers vulnerable to 

attack for not having been there, for not having 

provided or cared enough, for not giving more of 

themselves. 1 had been told that 1 had done these 

things and 1 crumpled under the seige. 

The principal did cal1 back later in the evening 

and assured me that there had been a grave mistake. 1 

was not to worry, al1 was well and she would indeed 

look into the matter first thing in the morning. She 

assured me that she knew that my husband and 1 were 

caring parents, greatly interested in the well-being of 

our children. She apologised for what had happened and 

again said that she would get to the bottom of the 

issue. But . . .  it was too late . . . . .  the damage had been 
done. 

So what is this experience cal led ? 

Failure, guilt, blame, shame, unaccountability, 

irresponsibility and incompetence? What do these words 

mean? . . .  to the public in general? . . . . .  to a woman? 

Usually when looking for a definition one turns 

to the dictionary which is what 1 did. 1 went to the 

bookcase and collected the American Heritage Dictionary 



of the English language and began my search. 

Failure (p.470) n. 1. the condition or fact of not 

achieving the desired end or ends. 2. One that fails. 

3. the condition or fact of being insufficient or 

lacking; a falling short. 4. nonperformance of what is 

requested or expected. 

"Fear of failure usually occurs in two main 
arenas: accomplishment and interpersonal 
relationships. Although everyone hates to 
fail, research shows that girls and women 
tend to be more affected by this universal 
dread. We often approach tasks expecting to 
fail, and when we do well, we have trouble 
giving ourselves credit for our abilities. We 
simply aren't as well grounded in Our self- 
worth as boys and men are, so wefre more 
prone to shame . . . . . .  Indecisiveness can also 
be a disguise for fear of failure - fear of 
making the wrong decision" (Brautigarn Evans, 
1994; p. 102). 

Guilt (p.585) n. 1. the fact of being responsible for 

an offense or wrong doing. 2. Remorseful awareness of 

having done something wrong. ( synonym - blame ( p. 

138) - which means to hold responsible; accuse. 2. to 

find fault with; to censure.) 

"Shame and guilt are another pair of closely 
connected States that are often difficult to 
distinguish. Most writers speak of shame as 
related to 'being' , and guilt as related to 
' doing' . While guilt is a feeling of regret 
about what 1 have done or not done that hurt 
someone, shame is a feeling of remorse about 
my worth as a person. With guilt the major 



worry is the threat of punishment; with shame 
itfs the threat of abandonmentu ( Brautigam 
Evans, 1994; p.23). 

Shame (p.1190) n. 1. a painful emotion caused by a 

strong sense of guilt, embarrassment, unworthiness, or 

disgrace. 3. a person or thing that brings dishonor, 

disgrace, or condemnation. 3. A condition of disgrace 

or dishonor. 

Accountable (p. 9) adj. 1. answerable. 2. capable of 

being explained. 

Res~onsible (p.1108) n. 1. legally or ethically 

accountable for the care or welfare of another. 2. 

involving persona1 accountability or ability to act 

without guidance or superior authority. 3 .  Being the 

source or cause of something. 4. capable of making 

moral or rational decisions of one's o m ,  and therefore 

answerable for one's behaviour. 5. Able to be trusted 

or depended upon; reliable. 

" .  . . .In fact , it should come as no 
surprise to anyone that the end of the active 
mothering function is greeted with relief. 
Only someone who has never been a mother 
would fail to understand how awesome are the 
responsibilities of motherhood as they are 
presently defined in our culture. . . . .  ' You 
know, you love them, but therets times you 
wish they didn't exist, too. Itts frightening 
to feel like what ever they're going to do or 



whatever theyfre going to becorne is up to 
you . ' " 

( Rubin, 1979; pp.28-29) 

Anser (p. 5 0 )  n. 1. A feeling of extreme displeasure, 

hostility, indignation, or exasperation toward someone 

or something; rage; wrath; ire. 2. Trouble; pain; 

affliction. 

"Anger is a signal and one worth listening 
to. " 

- Harriet Goldhor Lerner 

"Signs of disruption - anger and noise, 
getting riled up and anxious - are cause for 
being ' ignored' , le£ t out, abandoned . 
Repeatedly Jessie speaks about her 
discornfort with anger, with noise, with 
yelling, and about the value of 'talking 
quietlyf , of being 'calmt, and of dealing 
with disagreements in private." 

( Brown and Gilligan, 1992; 
p. 57-58) 

Corn~etent (p. 271) adj. 1. properly or well qualif ied; 
capable. 2. adequate for the purpose; suitable; 
sufficient. 

"women, in general, don't put enough stock 
in Our individual judgment. Because we have 
been taught to look outside ourselves for 
validation, when it comes to measuring our 
success, we lack critical tools. We are 
vulnerable to real, implied, or imagined 
criticism and fickle when it cornes to 
trusting our own perception of reality. We're 
quick to accept other people's opinions as 
carrying more weight than Our own." 

(Stern, 1991; p.64) 



No one can see 

Sitting on my bottom, 
Wrapped knees pulled against my chest, 
Stray hairs tossing slightly, 

touched by the wind's breath 
which also stirs the daisies. 
1 am at eye level with yellow crowns, hundreds, 
adorned with white petals. 

Does he love me? 
He loves me not ! 

1 lie back, 
crushing the slender shafts of grain 
beneath me; 
swallowed, hidden by 
the massive bed. 

NO one can see me. 

1 watch 
as the clouds drift, 
changing, motion, 
travelling the world. 

My mind 
like the clouds drift, 
thoughts, patterns, 
changing, interlocking. 
Fantasy pulls, 
tugs at reality, 
Confuses need with desire, 
spins tales of 
faraway lives, 
adventure and romance. 

NO one can see me. 

The ta11 grass waves. 
Butterflies £lit £rom here 

to there, 



A cricket sings, 
The spider crawls along 
the calf of my right leg. 
Cawing sounds above and to the left. 

NO one can see me. 

My hair could be straw, 
the colour is right, 
My body thin as a twig, 
a willow bush, 
too young for a tree, 
too foolish, 
too rornant ic . 

NO one can see me. 

Camouflaged by what ought t o  be 

NO one can see me. 

And by what is 

NO one can see me. 

Taken f o r  granted 

NO one can see me. 

1 exist in the margins 

NO one can see me. 

Invisible and silenced. 

- Eve 



Good G i r l s  Don't.. . . . 

"Long ago, in the land of small metal curlers, of 
respectable white cotton garter-belts and panty-girdles 
with rubbery-smelling snap crotches, of stockings with 
seams, where condoms could not legally be displayed on 
pharmacy shelves, where we read Kotex ads to learn how 
to behave at proms and always wore our gloves when we 
went out, where cars had fins like fish and there was 
only one brand of tampon, wornen were told many things. 

We were told: a happy marriage is the wife's 
responsibility. 

We were told: learn to be a good listener. 
We were told: don't neck on the first date or the 

boy will not respect you. Home may be the man's castle 
but the fluff-balls under the bed are the woman's 
fault. Real women are bad at math. To be fulfilled you 
have to have a baby. If you lead them on, you'll get 
what you deserve. 

We were told: if you can't Say something n i c e ,  
donrt Say anything at all. 

. - . . . . .  
We were told that there were certain 'right', 

'normalf ways to be women, and other ways that were 
wrong. The right ways were limited in number. The wrong 
ways were endless." 

(Atwood ( 3 9 9 0 )  ; p. 15) 



I was born at home in a srnall four room house 

located in Carroll's Corner, a farming community best 

known for the fact that it borders the National Gypsium 

Plant. 1 was the fourth of what would be seven 

children. My mother was twenty-£ive the year 1 was 

born; my father was thirty. My mother was a home-maker 

and, at that time, my father operated a bulldozer at 

the gypsium plant. 

We lived in this house, though its location was 

shifted, until 1 was six. My parents then purchased the 

farm that belonged to my materna1 grandfather. 1 grew 

up on this farm, living there (except for the weeks 1 

spent at college) until 1 married. My parents have 

since moved off the farm to a bungalow just d o m  the 

road. 1 miss the farm. 

My parents struggled financially once we moved to 

the fam. For the first years, my father worked away at 

construction jobs, operating heavy machinery during the 

day. My mother and older brothers maintained the farm 

until my father could afford to stay home to help my 

mother. I did not realize how hard my parents had it 

until years later. We had lots to eat, had adequate 

clothing and a w a r m  house. We had what extras that 

could be afforded and were content, but also knew, that 

things like clothes and toys had to last as there were 

no quick trips to the store to purchase replacements. 

"Families mediate the values of society. 
Parents consciously and unconsciously select 
the values they communicate to their 



children, who, because of thsir dependence, 
become participants in the parentally 
dominated family subculture. We corne to know 
our values through painful experiences or 
behaviour labeled by others as disobedient 
and nonconformist. We do not inherit gender 
based social differences and expectations, 
but rather are socialized into them. In our 
earliest years we tend to absorb most of our 
parents' values. Girls learn how to be 'good' 
wives, and boys learn that strength requires 
suppressing emotionsw (Hall, 1990; pp. 25- 
26). 

As children, we were taught responsibility and, 

to a degree, accountability. We were responsible for 

chores, house and barn. They were Our jobs there was no 

one else to do them. These chores were done right and 

well; we were held accountable. Punishment was usually 

an extra chore for a day or two, or the absence of a 

privilege. Spankings were punishment for more serious 

crimes. 1 remember getting two. 

My father detested telephones so we did not 

have one. This may not sound so bad; it wasn't - except 

our nearest neighbours lived two miles away. If anyone 

wanted to speak with us, they came to see us and vice- 

versa. We did not lack for Company. At school, we had 

Our own friends and enemies. At home, we were each 

otherfs playmates, cornpetitors and opposition. As 

families go, we were a close group - that is, until we 

children became older, developed varying interests, 

grew and like most off-spring drifted afield. 



My siblings and 1 were brought up realising the 

value of possessions and friends, were taught to be 

responsible for Our actions, Our thoughts towards 

others. We, however, were not perfect and thus were 

accountable for what we did or did not do or Say. Blame 

replaced praise when things went awry. In recognizing 

our failure for not doing or completing a task or duty 

as a responsible young gentleman or lady should, there 

came the haunting notion of guilt. 

As part of our education in growing up, w e ,  the 

children, especially the girls, were taught to be 

responsible for the other members of our family, to 

take care of each other, to 'look out' for the others, 

to make sure that each of us had our basic needs  

fulfilled. W e  were taught that 'family' was important, 

that poor behaviour brought shame and reflected on the 

rest of the family, that one did not discuss or gossip 

about family affairs. We were taught and given examples 

of loyality and caring. 

"Obedience and sacrifice for 
others are significant values in 
wornen's socialization. Such 
indoctrination makes it difficult 
for women to know who they are and 
to acknowledge their own feelings" 
(Hall, 1990; p.26) . 

1 believe that was why I was so shocked the day 

my sister publicly announced that she  was pxegnant. 



It was Monday morning. 1 had been to a 

girlfriendfs home for the weekend and had just returned 

to the school. My friend and 1 were making Our way down 

the hallway to our homeroom when we were met by my 

sister who very loudly and joyously announced that she 

was pregnant. 1 remember as though it were yesterday: 

the sinking feeling in my stomach, the flush on my 

face. 1 stopped moving, literally, as 1 had trouble 

breathing. 1 felt cold, then hot. 1 realised that my 

friend and 1 were not the only ones to hear this 

announcement as the people in the hallway around and 

about us had become quiet. I r m  not sure whether the 

silence had corne from the shock of hearing what was 

said as it had been with me, or to wait hear what would 

corne from my sister next. 

Finally over what seemed like hours, but in 

reality were only seconds, my mind kicked in and 1 was 

able to ask, "What about Mom and Dad? Do they know?" 

My sister laughed at my concern, answering that 

she didnft know or care. She and her boyfriend were 

qyite happy with her condition and didn't care what the 

rest of the world thought or did. 

1 spent the rest of the school day working 

through the implications of my sister's announcement, 

watching and being subject to the wave rise and ripple, 

the cause and effect action of gossip. I endured my 

classes in a mixed state of embarrassrnent and shame, 



trying to avoid the topic of my sister and trying to 

avoid coming into contact with her and her boyfriend 

whom 1 instinctively disliked (He had always reminded 

me of a slithering eel and 1 was to find out my 

judgement had been right.) . I thought constantly of rny 
parents and the disgrace my sister had delivered to the 

family on a silver pfatter. Her '1-don't-caret 

attitude amazed me. This was not a social predicament 

that one flaunted on a poster board or in the daily 

newspaper, but dealt with within the confines of the 

'homer. People had heard. People would talk. 1 also had 

no idea who else she may have 'told'. 

1 felt that somehow 1 was responsible - somehow I 

could have stopped her. 1 hadn't been wary; 1 hadn't 

seen the signs of my sisterfs rebellion. We were not 

close, had never been and so 1 had not been privy to 

her 'lifestyle'. 1, however, still felt shame; somehow 

I felt that 1 should have been able to influence her 

behaviour. But how does one stop a runaway train from 

rushing over her when one canrt see it, can't hear it? 

My sister's announcement turned out to be a false 

cal1 but the ripple effect which she had caused had 

done considerable damage. Over the next few years, my 

sister would be engaged in behaviour that would bring 

scandal after scandal upon Our family, keeping us in 

the forefront of the gossipline of Our community. Most 

people, because of incidents concerning their own 

families, understood the helplessness of rny parents and 

their inability to 'handle' their uncontrollable 



daughter. Most people were kind. Others lavished in the 

stories, feasted hungrily, awaiting the next episode. 

With each news bulletin concerning my sister's 

most current act, the wounds were again rubbed raw. My 

brothers and 1 slowly withdrew £rom our own community, 

selecting friends £rom afar, trying to be private 

people. We tried hard to disassociate ourselves £rom 

Our sister. This was more difficult for me as 1 was the 

only other female child. People were looking for me to 

falter, yet expecting me to uphold high standards to 

make up for my sister' s antics. 

"As Gilligan puts it, girls give up 
relationships - with themselves and their own 
knowledge, desires, and needs - to secure 
relationships as prescribed in partriarchal 
culture" (Debold, Malave, Wilson, 1993;p.ll). 

One of my brothers once said that I had missed 

the boat, letting life pass me by. No, 1 hadnft . . . .  1 
had seen it, had started to run for it, but in seeing 

the havoc that surrounded me, 1 hesitated, then stood 

on the bank and watched it float by. 1 knew what 1 had 

to do - what path had to be chosen. I'm not sure just 
how conscious my decision was but 1 do remember 

deciding 1 wasn't going to be like my sister. 1 wasn't 

going to shame my parents nor the rest of my family. I 

knew 1 had to 'make good' a poor situation and took on 

a great responsibility as a result of my sister's 

behaviour. 1 was well conditioned. 



When I refused to date boys associated with the 

crowd my sister hung around with, 1 was labelled a snob 

and gained a reputation by invention as punishment. 

This drove me further from my sister, broadening a gap 

that could never be bridged, fueling in my mind an 

anger and hatred that 1 have yet to reconcile. 1 lived 

the rest of rny high school years trying hard to do the 

right things, behave the right way. 1 even refused to 

go w i t h  my boyfriend to what should have been my 

graduating party in case something outrageous happened 

that 1 could be associated with. 1 had already 

discovered that good girls didnft enjoy parties. I 

tried so hard to be unlike my sister. 

The fact i s  that no one would know we were 

sisters unless they were told or they knew our family 

as my sister and 1 did not resemble each other. She is 

dark and takes after my father's family while 1 am 

blonde and am a throw back £rom my mother's side of the 

family tree. A blessing in disguise. 

As t h e  drive to be different £rom my sister 

socially conditioned me, I became w a r y  of every move I 

made, always questioning, thinking of the 

repercussions, the effects that my activities would 

have on others and my reputation. 1 kept people at 

arrn's length, entrusting only a few with my friendship 

Publicly, 1 was kind and gracious, trying never to 

falter, always trying to please while inwardly the 

anger smouldered. 



"And nobody is a Good Girl al1 the time " 
(Barreca, 1991; p. 46) . No, 1 was not always the good 
girl but admitting it meant that 1 was also 

acknowledging that 1 was sometimes the bad girl and had 

gained access to knowledge of another w a y  of life. My 

'bad' girl was private, kept locked inside until times 

when 1 was out of sight, out of reach of any one 

connected with my family or community; then, 1 could 

relax, let the mask fa11 and be the person 1 wanted to 

be, the person 1 really am, without the risk of 

exposure. 

'IttThe danger was of exposure . Men, 1 learned 
somewhat later in life, 'exposed themselves,' but that 
operation w a s  quite deliberate . . . . . "  For wornen, the 
very act of getting attention is regarded with 
suspicion . . . . .  As long as women were passive receivers 
of attention, wather than active seekers of it, that 
was fine. In other words, if you really needed 
attention and tried to get it, you were lost. Doomed. 
Not a Good Girl, not pleasant Company. A spectacle. Any 
woman could make a spectacle out of herself by stepping 
out of line and becoming noticeable, an individual 
rather than a typen (Barxeca, 1991; p. 61) . 

1 am sure al1 women remembering being told by an 

older, wiser fernale in a matronizing tone, not to make 

a spectacle of herself. 



T h e  Code of Goodness " 

Claudia Bepko and JO-ann Krestan (1990), family 

therapists and experts in the areas of gender issues 

and addiction, describe in their book £ive injunctions 

of fernale behaviour which they cal1 the 'Code of 

Goodness'. These £ive injunctions put sirnply are ' Be 

attractive, Be a Lady, Be unselfish and of service, 

Make relationships work and Be competent' (p.28). In 

other words for a woman to appear to have it al1 

together and thus be 'accepted' by social and cultural 

societies, she I1must be a juggler of career and family, 

and it means doing it while maintaining her appearance, 

remaining calrn, and being perfectly in control . . .  These 
rules require that women be superwomen without 

complaint" (Bepko and Krestan, 1991;p.29). These 

concepts are also grounded in Regina Barrecars work 

(1991), but are not spelled out as rules or 

'injunctions' , but rather as the characteristics that 
distinquish a 'goodr girl £rom a 'bad' one. In each 

case, however, the authors make clear what society and 

culture expect and accept as the role of a woman. 

"Women are socialized to please, to assuage 
pain, to give blood till they drop, to 
conciliate, to be selfless, to be helpful, to 
be Jesus Christ since men have given up on 
that role, to be perfect, and that load of 
luggage is still with us.I1 

(Atwood, 1990; pp. 17-18) 



Our socialization begins in early childhood when 

we are informed that Our behaviour can already be 

divided into the good and bad catagories. You are a bad 

girl to have spit out your food and a good girl if you 

have eaten everything £rom your bowl. A good girl never 

pees her panties but uses the toilet while a bad girl 

wets or soils her clothes. We learn that good girls are 

expected to achieve but not to be aggressive. Good 

girls perform what is expected of them but never seern 

to do anything exciting or exhilarating. Good girls 

donft climb trees, pull up their dresses, or get dirty. 

Good girls (young ladies) dontt get angry, cornpetitive, 

loud or aggressive. Good girls donft argue, always back 

down, soothing the egos of others while they are 

quietly controlling and submerging their own. 

" . . . .  whereby boys are 'taughtt to 
recognise their own needs and to expect that 
these will be met, and girls are 'taughtt to 
fit in with othersf agendas, recognising that 
that is the only way that their needs will be 
attended to. Women are thus, according to 
Wex, 1979; p.321) : 'prepared in an "ideal" 
manner for our later role as girl-"£riendu, 
wife, child-bearer, rnother and to be other 
helping hands of the patriarchy . . .  And this 
is possible only because we have been so well 
trained to ignore Our self-perception and the 
perception of our own interest' (Davies, 
1989; p . 7 ) .  

Good girls always remain in control of their 

behaviour and in maintaining that control, the rules 



seem most cogent with regard to their responses to 

food, alcohol, sexuality and intense emotion. If a 

woman indulges in excess in any of these areas, she is 

exposing herself publicly, admitting she is out of 

control and is certain to be thought of as 'bad'. 

Using a cultural example: North Americans are 

obsessed with weight and diet. A n  overweight woman is 

held in poor regard as 'she should take better care of 

herself'. She should always do her best to be 

attractive, to look good and clean, be trirn and slim, 

to have her hair always coiffured, her make-up perfect. 

A woman's feelings about herself are equated to what 

her body looks like so self-image is equated to body- 

image. (This rule is extended to a woman's home, 

husband, children, classroom, office, etc.. A woman is 

taught to feel a failure if her living space and family 

do not represent the perfect standards of neatness, 

organization, and visual appeal. A woman is taught to 

see these as a reflection of herself. For example, 1 

have caught myself apologizing for the condition of my 

house when an unexpected visitor has arrived and 1 have 

very obviously been baking. Why do 1 feel obliged to 

apologize for necessary unneatness? . . . . .  Why do I 
always lay out my husband 'work clothes'? His work puts 

him in the public arena and his 'appearance' is a 

reflection of my skills and caring.) 

The weight exarnple is a metaphor for controlling 

al1 our appetites, Our impulses, limiting any desire to 

have something for ourselves. Society's attitudes 



towards women who can not control their appetites and 

impluses are highly judgmental and punitive. Though a 

man may eat and drink in excess, be sexually 

promiscuous, a woman who shows similar behaviour is 

considered selfish and suspect. Loosened inhibitions 

are connected to someone who is considered to be 'out- 

of-controlr and a good woman should never be out of 

control . 

A good woman never expects nor tries to ask for 

attention, nurturing or compassion for herself; she is 

there to function for others, to give of herself. Most 

often a woman will put her family, her friendships and 

her job before herself, and will be upset with herself 

for even considering a need to do or to express 

something for herself. A good girl /woman will allocate 

her time and energy to other people (Yes, 1 will cut 

your hair. Yes, 1 can type that for you. Yes, 1 can 

help with your chores. Yes, 1 will drive the tractor. 

Yes, 1 will sub for you. Yes, I will be help decorate 

for the graduation.), their schedules (Sure, 1 can pick 

you up after practise. Yes, 1 can make that 

parent\teacher meeting. Yes, 1 will pick up that 

package.) and their causes (Yes, 1 can bake for the 

bake sale. Yes, 1 will support your project. Yes, 1 can 

deliver those posters.); she will find it hard to take 

time for herself because her life is often (or so she 

believes) the property of someone else, i.e. her 

husband (Robf s wife) , her children (Anthony' s mom) , her 
employer (Mrs. Taylor). She is very rarely thought of 

as her own person (1 am Eve. 1 am my own person 



. . . .  sometimes.) except when she is thought of or spoken 
of as a 'bad' girl\woman ("You know that Eva is 

actually taking courses at University. She should be 

home with her children at night, not trapsing about, 

especially when she is away all day. You'd think she'd 

think about her kids."). This may be why 1 experience 

conflict\anger whenever 1 don't want to do what I 

believe 1 must do to be valued. 

In the make-up of most women, there appears to be 

the 'charming, engaging' side and 'a more private, 

guarded' side. The charming, engaging side of the 

woman is in part the 'good girlf while the more 

guarded, private side of the woman represents the 'bad 

girlf inside each one of us who doubts, questions and 

rebels aganist the rules of society and who seeks to be 

an individual in her ow-n right, exposing and living a 

lifestyle which represents who and what she believes 

herself to be. 

We, my husband and If have been £ortunate in that 

we have been able to travel 'Southf for a period of a 

week or so during the last two winters. We have 

traveled to Cuba and have enjoyed the sand, the Sun 

and the friendliness of the people. We are cornfortable 



and fit well into the lifestyle of vacationers. My 

husband, after we had returned from this last trip, 

made a remark to friends that stays with me. " Eve 
turns into a different person when she hits Cuba. Her 

inhibitions are gone. She fits right into the 

lifestyle." Though these words are a slight 

exaggeration, there is some degree of truth to them. I 

am still the 'good, little wifet worrying about those 

little things like clean clothes, packing, keeping 

things organized (tickets, money, etc. ) . 1 do, however, 
relax, loosen up and do more of what 1 would like to 

do. If at a dinner show where a group were 

entertaining, 1 would eagerly participate; at home I 

would never do such a thing because someone 1 know 

might see me. I enjoy the freedom of the different 

lifestyle by being able to go topless on a beach, 

something one would 'never' do at home, 

Though the 'good girlr me still maintains and 

fulfills what she believes are her responsibilities, 

the 'bad girlt me escapes, breathes and relishes 

lifestyles and actions that are unacceptable, 

displaying 'spectacle' (Barreca (1991)) characteristics 

O £  the culture that 1 live within. My husband who 

enjoys my unguarded side understands the predicament 1 

am in. He understands that while most men may live and 

do as they please (within reason and the law) without 

harming or even scratching their reptation, a woman 

must constantly stand on guard. It is a paradox, as on 

one nand women are told to be themselves, to grow, to 

express their thoughts and beliefs, to live the life 



they chose; on the other hand, women are condemned for 

stepping outside of the mould, the uniform, society 

(culture) has designed for them. 

"Women are suppcsed to be attractive without 
being disturbingly so, perceptive without 
being intelligent, and good at details 
without being practical. Women are never 
supposed to be too much of any one thing." 

(Barreca, 1991; p . 4 7 )  

This quote makes me think of a remark which came 

£rom a family member when 1 embarked on the task of 

obtaining a Master of Education degree. This person in 

speaking to my husband said, "That is going to cost a 

lot of money. Do you think she is smart enough to do 

this?" 1 was not congratulated for my efforts nor my 

desire to attempt the task but questioned on my 

ability. My husbandfs sensibilities were questioned as 

he was being asked if he should be paying out ' his 

hard earned moneyf for such a frivolous enterprize. 

"Any Knife can cut two ways. Theory is a 

positive force when if vitalizes and enables, 

but a negative one when it is used to 

amputate and repress, to create a batch of 

self-righteous rules and regulations, to 

foster nail-biting self-consciousness to the 



point of total block. Women are particularly 

subject to such squeeze-plays, because they 

are (still) heavily socialized to please. 

It's easy to make them feel guilty, about 

almost anything." 

(Atwood, 1990; pp. 24-25) 

Women have been viewed as the 'sustainers' of the 

social unit, the family. They were to not only raise 

and nurture their children but were also to take care 

of the food preparation and home maintainance thus 

creating a 'safe and nurturing' atmosphere for their 

work bound husbands to come home to. In this 

' fostering' atmosphere, women supported and tended to 
the emotional and physical needs of her family unit 

which in one sense gave women a great amount of power 

and influence. Women, however, were still confined to 

the home and were economically dependent and thus could 

not find a 'respectable means' of supporting 

themselves. Women, then, lived their lives through 

others, beinc; responsible for and in the service of 

others. (Women, though having power within the home, 

were still powerless within the community and society, 

dependent on men ' to support and protect ' them. ) 

In being of service to others, the responsibility 

of caring and nurturing is carried beyond the initial 

family unit of wife, husband and children to the 

extended family, that of looking after/maintaining the 

relationships of parents, in-laws, and other family and 



social ties of uncles, aunts, cousins, friends, 

associates, bosses, CO-workers, etc. (A woman seems to 

have married the responsibility of caring\nuturing for 

the husbandfs family, the responsibility of fulfilling 

the needs of his social connections and interactions as 

well as marrying the man himself.) Woments 

responsibilities include the customary rituals of 

family ties such as caring for the sick, burying the 

dead, planning social functions such as parties, 

weddings and reunions, remembering the anniversaries, 

the birthdays, get-well cards, the thank-yous, the 

care of small, endless details that ease life's 

difficulties and ensure the continuity of our 

relationshipsN (Bepko and Krestan, 1991; p. 32) . . . . .  
al1 the little hidden social mannerisms and tasks that 

make life bearable that men never see nor are expected 

to do. 

The responsibility for these relationships becomes 

more complicated for women who also work outside of the 

home. Not only are working women challenged with 

maintaining the nutrition and care of their husbands, 

children, extended families and communities, they have 

the added stress of fulfilling the role as a competent 

boss or employee. Though there are women who chose to 

stay at home to care for their families, there are 

those who chose to work or are required to work to 

sustain or aid the economic well-being of the family. 

This adds the additional stress of finanical 

responsibility ont0 a set of shoulders which are 

already bearing a heavy load. 



The feelings of responsibility intensify and 

finally turn to feelings of failure and guilt when the 

relationships go awry. The woman has a tendency to 

believe that she must have done 'something wrong' and 

is at fault for 'allowingl the relationship to fail. 

This attitude explains why so many women feel guilty if 

they can not give al1 of themselves (or believe that 

they haven't given al1 of themselves) to a relationship 

or have everyone's lives running perfectly. There 

lingers the feelings of inadequacey; women have the 

tendency to believe that regardless of how well they 

have completed a task or of how much of themselves they 

have put into it, they will never 'measure up' . They 
will be failures. Unfortunately, women expect 

perfection of themselves (though they don' t of others) . 
They work harder, they play harder, yet never feel that 

they have put enough of themselves into the tasks of 

caring for and nurturing others. Women seem to believe 

that they won't be accepted or loved if they aren't on 

duty, on cal1 twenty-four hours a day, everyday, doing 

all, giving all. 

"We pay lip sevice to equal parenting but 
the unspoken attitude within society is that 
mothers should take a l 1  the responsibility - 
not fathers and certainly not society." 

Though some of the women of my mother's generation 

were slowly finding their place in the 'outsider 

workforce, the majority of women were still caught in 

the economically dependent\farnily bound situation which 



a woman of my generation might find a more leisurely 

pace. To-day, many young women may enter the work force 

once they have finished high school or a post graduate 

institution and may be employed at a particular career 

when they are newly married to find themselves still 

fulfilling the obligations of a full- or part - time 

occupation while raising and caring for her family. 

This means that women, though still working outside of 

the home, are predominantly responsible for the family 

care and home maintainance. Also, these women, beyond 

doing what must be done, are the people who are 

thinking about what needs to be done - planning, 

scheduling, doing, always tryifig to be one step ahead. 

"The woman to-day who acheives financial and 
professional success has no wife to sustain 
the emotional and physical environment. She 
does this for herself, and in most cases she 
does it for the rest of the family as well. 
She has to create her own safe haven £rom the 
demands and pressures of the working world - 
except that, for her, there is no real haven 
f rom the working world because home is a work 
world too . 

(Bepko and Krestan, 1991; p .35 )  

My husband and 1 married in 1977 and moved into 

what was then an old cook house belonging to the lumber 

business which his family ran. For us this building 

became a cottage in which we lived for eight months 

until we moved into the basement of what would become 

Our home, the house in which we and our childre now 

reside. 



W e  both worked when we got  married.  My husband 

worked i n  t h e  fami ly  business and 1 w a s  employed by t h e  

Nova Sco t i a  School Board. O u r  ' r o l e s '  w e r e  never 

d iscussed ,  t hey  were assumed. My husband was seen a s  

t h e  head of t h e  household and chief  income ea rne r ,  1 

was seen a s  the wife ,  chief cook and b o t t l e  washer, and 

supplement income ea rne r .  We had s tuden t  loans  t o  repay 

and a new house t o  bu i l d .  The idea  t h a t  1 might not  

work was never considered.  1, myself,  wanted t o  work 

and enjoyed t h e  prospect  of having an income of rny own. 

What was H i s  and Mine soon became Ours and w e  s e t t l e d  

i n t o  a way of l i f e  which su i t ed  u s .  M y  husband worked 

long hours a t  work cornpared t o  my teaching  days a s  he 

o f t e n  drove a pu lp  t ruck  i n  the evenings t o  supplement 

h i s  income. 1 o f t e n  accornpanied him i n  t h e  evenings 

when he worked t ak ing  rny ' homework' with me. Our ' t i m e  

o f f r  was spent  cons t ruc t ing  our house; w e  worked 

toge the r  a t  t h i s  a s  w e l l .  Our d iv i son  of work a t  home 

seemed n a t u r a l  t o  us  (We had both been 

socialized\moulded t o  s u i t  our r o l e s ) ;  Rob spent  his 

time a t  the  cons t ruc t i on  of the  house and o the r  

necessary jobs l i k e  co l l e c t i ng  £ i r e  wood or  what eve r  

'heavy' work w a s  requi red .  1 d i d  t h e  fhousework' - e . g .  

cooking and c l ean ing ,  'You know, a l1  t h a t  'wornant 

s t u f f '  - and f i l l e d  i n  a s  a cheap l aboure r ,  fol lowing 

and helping wi th  what 1 could. Considering Our t i m e  

schedules ,  occupat ions and incornes, t h i s  worked f o r  u s .  

Sornetime i n t o  our  marriage 1 decided 1 wanted a 

c h i l d ;  t h i s  brought about a d iscuss ion  concerning 



finances. We could not continue to complete Our home in 

the manner we had chosen, if 1 did not continue to 

work. (We had no mortgage and were completing the house 

as we could afford it. This was a slow process, but a 

healthy one.) We planned Our pregnancy around my 

teaching schedule (which meant that if 1 didn't get 

pregnant within a particular time £ramef wefd have to 

forget about it for another year), and planned to hire 

a babysitter so 1 could return to work the following 

school year. Though we would be paying out money, we 

were gaining a family and 1 was still bringing in an 

incorne. This seemed a reasonable existence. 

With the birth of our first child came a reality 

that 1 believe no one is prepared for (See The Mother 

Zone by Marni Jackson). Life changes, especially for 

the woman and substantially for a working woman. 1 had 

been brought up caring for younger brothers, young 

foster children rny mother kept until they were adopted, 

and the neighbours' children. 1 thought 1 knew about 

rnotherhood. What a joke! Nothing 1 had ever done had 

prepared me for the emotional rush that accornpanied the 

birth of my son. On one hand, I was scared and trapped; 

1 remember lying on the hospital bed beside this 

wrinkled little person who whimpered as though he was 

always starving, wondering what in heavents name 1 had 

done to myself. On the other hand, 1 felt fiercely 

pxotective (the lioness comes out in me when it comes 

to caring for my children) towards this child and fell 

in love with someone who was really mine, at least for 

a little while. 



rtToday, guilt is inflicted on mothers who 
consider working and leaving their babies in 
otherst care. Not only do friends and 
relatives suggest in subtle and not so subtle 
ways that we are neglectful to choose to work 
after motherhood, but we have built-in 
sources of guilt that give each of us little 
nighcmares" (Scarr, 1984; p.14). 

Along with the birth of this first child came 

again another work load and more responsibility. Time 

schedules and work patterns were no longer rigid but 

varied. 1 slowly began to recognise the many roles and 

patterns 1 enacted. 1 recognised that 1 was losing m y  

indentity but for some reason believed and accepted 

that that was 'just the way it was'. (It was like 

waking up on a roller-coaster in motion and knowing it 

was to late to get off the ride. ) 

When 1 returned to teaching school that next 

September, 1 left my son in the safe hands of a 

neighbour who had agreed to care for him while 1 

worked. 1 was fortunate as she did and has loved him 

(and the rest of my children) as though he was her own. 

It was apparent right £rom the beginning that 1 was 

caught in a Catch-22 situation. On one hand 1 was 

filled with guilt for leaving my child, deserting him 

to someone elsets care, and on the other hand, 1 needed 

to work not just for satisfaction but for the economic 

survival of my family. 1 felt that I was being 

stretched in many directions. 1 also felt, and still do 

to some extent, that 1 had to be the best at what 1 did 

because 1 had to prove I could do it all. 1 could do 



what ever you threw at me and still maintain my family, 

my household and my teaching career. It became 

increasingly hard to Say "No, 1 can' tn or IfNo, 1 wonf tu 

when 1 was asked to complete a task or to run an 

errand. To simply Say " Nou might mean that I was not 
capable of doing something and 1 could do anything, 

couldn't I? 

Over time my husband and his brothers took over 

the family business and my husband's time at home was 

being called upon to fulfill business obligations. With 

this change in his work habits, 1 assumed more 

responsibility for family management and tried to 

accomplish a few of the tasks which my husband had 

done. In doing this 1 thought 1 was helping him with 

his demanding work load. It did aid him, but not me; it 

simply added to an already full schedule and plate of 

responsibility. (Again, this was not a situation that 

we discussed but assumptions were made by both of us 

that 1 could and would handle whatever was placed 

before me. 1 must Say my assumptions of my husband were 

similar. He could just do those "manu things, whatever 

the tasks.) For over  the years, 1 not only continued to 

work but I gave birth to five other children. (Mrs. 

Bell, who has continued to be with us, was no longer 

called the 'baby-sitter' but the 'housekeeper' as there 

were so many of us.) With so many lives to organize and 

nurture, one has little time to think of oneself. 1 

became proficient at turning the switches w h î c h  changed 

my role and costume to suit the next demand on my l i f e .  



There was for me a sense through al1 of this, that 

if 1 didn't do what 1 was asked that 1 had "£ailedu, 

that 1 had let people d o m ,  what I had done was not 

good enough. I tried so hard to do everything, be 

everything, to be the 'perfectt wife, mother, teacher, 

friend because 1 thought that this was what was 

expected of me. 1 had set high standards for myself and 

expected to live up to them because I believed deep 

down inside that I was a failure if 1 didn't. If 1 let 

someone d o m ,  they would think badly of me; they would 

think 1 was not competent. 1 thought so little of rny 

own capabilities, that 1 found value in accomplishing 

deeds for others. 

"Cornpetence has become the new 
standard of excellence for women. 
It speaks to the unlimited capacity 
to do it all, well and without help 
and without ever feeling or showing 
that you're vulnerable . . . . .  
Competence is not just a matter of 
how well a woman juggles . . . . It's 
a question of 'taking caret of al1 
those details and never acting 
vuInerable, needy , or 
overwhelmed. " (Bepko and Krestan, 
1991; p.36) 

1 received a great deal of criticism when 1 went 

back to work after the birth of my first child. 1 was 

told that a mother's place was home with her child. 

This added another blanket of guilt to the layers 1 had 

already felt in leaving my child behind as I went out 

into the world. I dealt with criticism each time 1 went 

back to work after the birth of each child. At first it 



had just come £rom family and Our community of friends, 

but as time progressed, the remarks came £rom my 

colleagues- 1 heard one man growl about me, " God d a m  
baby machine. If she wants kids, she should stay home 

with them." It was also believed that I had a husband 

who having his own business, could support me so why 

did 1 not stay at home? (Was 1 not allowed a life as 

well? 

It seemed that rnost of the women 1 worked with 

understood my dilemma, possibly because they too lived 

it. Those women who did not understand were either not 

married or did not have chifdren. Even though I believe 

they may have understood my predicament of role 

switching from teacher to homemaker, the 

responsibilites of maintaining a classroom and a home, 

they did not understand the complications of the added 

factor of a farnily, and a large family by todayts 

standards. 

When at one point, nearing the sumrner of 1990, I 

made the remark to a female associate that 1 was tired 

and a little overwhelmed with the pace of my life - 1 

did not receive a sympathie reply - no note of 

understanding - but a comment, which 1 took as a 
condemation: ';No wonder! You try to do everything and 

anything . Youf re not superwoman ! lt - No, I wasnt t . . . . . 
but it seemed everyone expected me to be. It also 

seemed that 1 was damned for playing 'the good girlt as 



well. No wonder women have trouble finding a place of 

their own. If you live life as you please, you are 

considered selfish or wanton. If you live life trying 

to please others, you are considered too efficient, too 

caring or a doormat. It also seems that there is no 

middle ground, at least when one is being viewed by 

others. 



Whisper ings .  . . . . . 

May 08,1994. 

It was Sunday. 1 had awakened early to the Sun 

shining through the bedroom window, giving warmth to 

the cold room. It was still cold at night but the 

bedroom window was left open to give us 'just a little 

fresh air to help you sleep'. This always has me waking 

to a cold room so 1 appreciated the yellow glow of the 

Sun. My husband stirred beside me and seemed about to 

rise when 1 told him that he should rest; he did not 

have to beat the clock today. The house was 

silent . . .  but only for a few moments as soon the steps 
leading upstairs from the childrenfs basement bedrooms 

creaked. Not once but several times. There were no 

voices, just the quiet motions of someone or someones 

preparing breakfast. 1 did not even catch whispers 

being transferred through the air. My husband and 1 

smiled at each other; he motioned that he would get up. 

1 whispered that he should relax and wait for what 

would happen. He quietly asked why as it wasn't 'his' 

day. 1 asked him to stay and wait with me not spoiling 

the big event. In anticipation of what I thought was to 



the big event. In anticipation of what 1 thought was to 

corne, 1 settled in. 

Time moved along slowly so I turned the television 

on to catch the C.B.C. Vancouver gardening show that I 

liked to view whenever time and demand would allow. 

Wouldn't you know it? Just when an item came on that 1 

was interested in catching, there was a knock on the 

bedroom door. "Happy Mother's Day" came heralding 

through the doorway and with it came Our eldest 

children with t r ays  of breakfast, followed by the rest 

of the gang. 

Mother's Day. 

By nine-thirty, 1 had every one who was going 

washed, combed, dressed and scurried outside to occupy 

the waiting van. Soon we were al1 loaded except for 

Father who had begged off because of a nasty chest 

cold. Excuse accepted, we were off, headed to Sunday 

School with plans to stay for the church service a s  

well. 

While the kids were in their classes, 1 sat in the 

car and read a Mary Stewart novel, a treat to myself, 

in peace and quiet; the latter, however, never lasts - 

it soon became time for the service and 1 had to give 

up my 'escape' for the reality of keeping everyone 

quiet and attentive through the message. 

The service, to the delight of those attending, 



was not to follow the usual format. We were not to have 

a visting pastor; the male members of our church 

community would lead a service in recognition of 

Mother's Day and Motherhood. It was a delightful time, 

enjoyed by al1 . 

Mother's Day and Motherhood 

While 1 enjoyed the effort and atmosphere of the 

service, 1 found myself constantly making comparisons 

between the mothers who were spoken of in the tributes 

by chosen speakers, the mothers described in the lyrics 

read or Sung by the children, and myself. Though 1 

could see bits of myself in their words, 1 did not 

receive cornfort in knowing that there was a description 

of me as other women were able to find (1 was still 

looking for the security in knowing that 1 belonged to 

this group of women when in reality 1 knew 1 didn' t . ) . 
At last, the gentleman who had directed the proceedings 

stood before the pulpit. He made some closing comments 

regarding the excellent job the participants had done 

then made a tribute of his own. This man (he made the 

point of saying he did not want anyone to take what he 

was about to Say in a negative sense) stated the fact 

that he had corne £rom a broken home and the examples of 

motherhood offered in the tributes did not reflect the 

type of upbringing that he had received. He wanted to 

point out that there were many ways of mothering a 

child and that many of the older women in the community 



had played a part in his upbringing, making impressions 

on his life and though not naming anyone specific, he 

wanted to Say 'thank you' to each of them. 

This image hit a chord with me as this could have 

been one of my own children, thanking the rnany 

contributors who have mothered him or her. Though my 

children do not come £rom a broken home, they come £rom 

an environment where their mother works outside of the 

home, always has. In their church community, their 

mother did not and does not fit the mould. Their mother 

was the only mother of 'young' children who did not 

stay and work at home. (Also, their mother, because of 

her occupation as a teacher, may be one of the women of 

saneone elsefs community circle who has left an 

impression on a life.) 

1 began to mentally list the women who had 

'mothered' my children and found the list lengthy. 1 

began with Mrs.Bel1 who is their 'baby-sitterf, in 

reality their second mother, then the three teenage 

girls who did baby-sit the older children, the Sunday 

school teachers, the Pre-school teachers, the Public 

school teachers, club leaders, not to mention the 

children's grandmothers, aunts and cousins. Al1 of 

these women would have infuenced the children by 

example. 1 wondered what messages they had sent. 

"Much of the adult world is not consciously 
taught to children, is not contained in the 
content of their talk, but embedded in the 
language, in the discursive practices and the 



social. and narrative structures through which 
the child is constituted as a person, as a 
child and as male or fernale." 

(Davies, 1989; p.4) 

Recognition of the influence of other individuals 

on the lives of my own children, again made me question 

the roles that 1 enact as a ' workingf woman. What 
messages did\do 1 consciously\unconsciously deliver to 

others, rny daughters, other women, other young girls, 

my students? How have 1 influenced their lives with my 

words and actions? And why do 1 feel a responsibility 

to question the messages that 1 have sent? 



Working. . - 
As Mother . . . 
As Teacher. . . . . 

"Survival is not a matter of principles. It 
is an ecology of space, clean air and water, 
food, shelter, and care . . . . .  We have a l 1  
been, after all, some womanr s child, and we 
may also be some childrs mother . . . . . . .  We 
must make peace with the women who teach Our 
children and acknowledge Our solidarity with 
the mothers of other people's children if we 
are going to reclaim the classroom as a place 
where we nurture children . 

(Grumet, 1988; pp. 178-1801 



1 began to teach in the fa11 of 1976 as a 

substitute.1 had hounded the local high school 

principals through the spring and summer, inquiring 

whether a job had become available within their school 

systems. Teaching jobs were scarce, so of course, 1 

always received a negative reply. On the third day of 

the '76-'77 school year, 1 received a telephone call 

£rom one of the principals inquiring if 1 could be at 

the school in fifteen minutes. My reply was that 1 

could be there in twenty. This was the first day of 

many at this particular school. After a period of 

weeks, 1 had proven myself capable of teaching at the 

Senior high level; now came the test that would insure 

me a job the following school year. 

1 had finished a teaching assignment Wednesday, 

was not called on Thursday, but received an urgent 

request on Friday rnorning to 'fil1 in' for the day at 

the Junior high level. 1 agreed. As the principal 

showed me to the classroom, he remarked that this was a 

tough assignment as I was the fifth substitute he had 

had to call in for this particular teacher that week. 1 

wondered what on earth 1 had gotten myself into. To my 

surprise, and 1 believe to that of the principal, 1 had 

a perfect day. It had gone without incident. 1 was 

asked if 1 would consider returning. 1 said, " Sure. 
Why not?" 1 agreed to becoming the term teacher for the 

'bottom of the barrel' classes in the Junior high 



English programme. 1 had an adventurous year and proved 

to the Administration that 1 did have staying power. I 

was offered a position as the grade seven core English 

teacher for the following school year. 

1 Say 1 had to prove my worth because no one 

believed that 1 could control a group of students. 1 

was just out of university, a green horn, was a twenty- 

one year old fernale who resembled Twiggy in stature and 

looked like 1 was twelve. The students didn't even 

believe that 1 was a teacher; but 1 was and 1 had 

proven it . 

It seemed that over the years 1 was forever 

proving that I was capable of attending to tasks, 

making sure that everything was done in the best and 

most productive manner it could have been done. Taking 

instructions and orders without giving back flack as 1 

had been taught to believe that those in authority 

' knewt what was best for me. 1 tolerated the verbal 

abuse of my principal because 1 knew that 1 'hadl a job 

(the possiblities of getting one elsewhere were nil) 

when others £rom my Graduating class did not or had 

travelled far and wide to obtain one and the economic 

survival of my farnily depended on two incomes. My 

maternity leaves throughout rny teaching career were 

tolerated as 1 had proven that 1 could still do my job. 

1 was a good soldier. This 1 now believe was one of the 

Administration's ways of silencing me. I had proven 1 

could be a follower, do as I was told and would not 

make waves . 



1 had trained as a Senior High English teacher, 

but had received a Junior High position. One of the 

prinicpal evaluation reports sent annually to the 

School Boards noted that 1 was suited to my position as 

I offered the grade seven students a 'motherly 

attentiveness' these students required upon entering 

the 'new and fearful' world of Junior high. 1 had been 

labelled the 'little mother' type and was, besides 

fulfilling the requirernents of a classroom teacher, 

soon drawn into councelling situations which required 

those understanding social skills of a 'mother' . 

The fact that 1 became pregnant into my third 

year of teaching did not seem to bother the 

Administrative staff nor cause them alarm. When telling 

the principal of my condition, 1 had assured him that 1 

would be able to fulfill my responsibilities of that 

particular year and would be prepared to return to my 

position the following fall. He agreed to my proposa1 

only cautioning me to inform him immediately if 1 had 

decided not to return. 

I worked hard throughout that pregnancy to prove 

that 1 could fulfill my obligations at work. Yet 

regardless of how hard 1 worked, 1 felt an uneasiness 

about my condition. 1 felt that 1 was being 'allowed' 

to work, that 1 was being privileged; though nothing 



was said to me there were undercurrents to 

conversations and actions that implied varying opinions 

concerning my condition and my occupation. 1 was 

stepping on shaky ground as rnost expectant mothers at 

this time in history did not publicly display 

themselves as 1 was doing. 1 sensed the attitude that 1 

was a lost cause in that 1 had given myself over to 

motherhood; this Administration had taken me in, given 

me a job and 1 was repaying them and their efforts by 

becoming pregnant. Sensing these unspoken attitudes, 1 

became more determined then ever to prove that 1 could 

"Women join their employers in denying the 
impact of maternity, knowing it would be 
career suicide to do otherwise. They struggle 
to conform to the baby-free image that is 
required for career success, whether it means 
forgoing motherhood altogether, choosing 
maternity dresses with great care, or 
truncating their parental leave allotments so 
as to make a rapid-£ire return to the office. 
In private they struggle to achieve the 
toughest balancing act of Our age, but 
publicly they feel compelled to Say the role 
of superwoman suits them fine . . . . . .  We compel 
working women to pretend that maternity is 
not a big issue, whereas it is central to 
life" . (Schwartz, 1992; p.51)  

1 had to do it al1 as 1 was also receiving as 

unspoken pressure at home; though my husband desired 

children as much as 1 did, he also needed my financial 

contribution to £und the construction of our home. 1 

felt caught in a situation that demanded rny best 

efforts and 1 gave them unwittingly. 



"Similarly, the common portrayal of the 
supermom working mother suggests that she is 
'energetic' and 'competent' because these are 
her personal characteristics, not because she 
has been forced to adapt to an overly 
demanding schedulen. (Hochschild, 1989; p.24) 

1 kept my uneasiness regarding rny employment 

situation to myself, not confiding in my husband. 1 

found that to tell him stories concerning school 

incidents upset him and usually led to his wanting to 

'go to school to defend his wife'. 1 ceased telling him 

about 'school life' except maybe to tell hirn an arnusing 

story that related to my students. I began to find that 

my public life as a school teacher and my prlvate life 

as a wife and mother were drifting. 1 could not bring 

one to the other except when situations required it. 

Over time 1 learned to switch roles on the drive to and 

£rom work; 1 learned to juggle schedules trying not to 

let one life interfere with the other. When asked how 1 

managed to 'control' rny life, my reply would ber " It's 

not bad. You do what you do." 1 did not want anyone to 

think 1 could not handle the Pace which would mean 

failure and criticism. 

1 did return to work that next fall. 1 did do rny 

job and to the best of my ability, but 1 did not shake 

the 'feeling' that 1 was never quite accepted. 1 was a 

woman with a small child and 1 should be home with hirn; 

1 was breaking the mould. This 'feelingf becarne 



intensified over the years as 1 continued to work and 

to expand m y  family. Though most people accepted the 

fact that 1 was going to do what I wanted to do (felt 1 

had to do), my role as a working mother of young 

children ostracised me to sorne degree in the school and 

rny comrnunity. For the few people who admired or 

understood my life style as they wanted to or did live 

it, there were many more who condemned my 'selfishnessr 

for having a career when my children should have corne 

first. Of course those people who did the condemning 

were not privy to our bank statements nor Our bills, 

nor understood my desire to have an 'interest' of my 

own and the security in having a pay cheque of my own. 

Even though 1 have been working for seventeen 

years and people should have become accustomed to my 

rnanner of living, 1 still feel the undercurrents of 

disapproval. A woman with a farnily should be at 

home . . . .  1 have one child at home now; the other five 
are in school. My children are accustomed to my absence 

during the day and accept the fact that 1 go to school 

just as they do. The difference is that 1 sit on the 

other side of the desk. 

"And not matter how much she did, at work 
or at home, she still wasn't able to dispel 
her anxiety by convincing herself she was a 
good enough employee and mother." 

(Stern, 1991; p.48) 



But she s a i d . .  . 
But she d i d  . . . .  

When 1 began to read books about women's issues 

and lifestyles, 1 began to examine rather closely the 

texts that 1 used in my class room. 1 discovered (which 

came as no surprise) that there were only two women 

brought forth in the literature curriculum taught at 

the grade ten level (which is my current assinment) who 

would have been considered defiant or breaking the 

mould. One was Catherine in Wutherins Heishts. 

Unfortunately, her very existence depended on her ties 

to Heathcliff which depicted female dependence on a 

male. The second woman, the one 1 personally admire, 

was Sara in the novel, The Learnins Tree. Sara was a 

black woman who fought the system to educate and 

protect her children. Though belonging to an oppressed 

race, she challenged the ' codet thus aiding her 

community; a strong woman. 

The more 1 examined the texts that 1 was using, 

the clearer it became that 1 had been educating and 

instilling in my students the same social values, good 

person\bad person roles, that had been instilled in me. 

By example, 1 been reinforcing the status quo. 

Even as a working mother, 1 am afraid that 1 have 

sent conflicting messages. While 1 verbally told my 



students, male and female, that they could reach 

whatever goals they chose (Girls could be astronauts 

and males could be housewives.), 1, through my actions 

and intentions, lead them especially the girls to 

believe that even though 1 was able to have a career, I 

w a s  still the dornestic engineer at home (which 1 was). 

1 unconsciously made it apparent that though 1 was 

spouting equal rights 1 was still living a rather 

lopsided traditional existence. And not only did 1 live 

it, but 1 had better be damned good at it too. 

"Mothers can find thernselves unwittingly 
accornplices; they re-create in their 
daughters' lives the choices they made in 
their own lives. Women may find themselves 
subtly encouraging their daughters to accept 
the same limitations on dreams and power that 
they had accepted because women know of no 
other ways to survive in a hostile culture." 
(Debold, Malave, Wilson, 1993 ; p. 8 4 )  

Messages 1 heard: 

-1 am a working mother. Yes, 1 have children. Yes, I 

have help but 1 still do the dishes and scrub the 

f loors . 

-One must appear organized and 'with itt. 1 carry a day 

calendar which sets on my desk. In it are written al1 

the appointments to be met and errands to be run, which 

could be read that life is not only organized but very 

hectic and stressful. Also, that '1' am the 'onlyt one 

who could possibly do these things. 



-Oners appearance must always be well kept. Lose that 

baby fat - always be a size 10, you're on the public 
stage. Put on a little rnake-up. Dam! A run in my 

stocking. 

- Never get angry and always, always apologise for 

being in a lousy rnood or for having a miserable day 

even if it is not your fault. ' Itm sorry for yelling 
at you to-day, kids. Irm just having a bad hair day." 

- Always follow the orders of superiors. How many times 
have 1 said, "Because this is the way the principal 

wants it done."? 

- Always be polite and engaging. 1 hate Parent\Teacher 
interviews. 1 always cornes off as someone I t m  not. 

"1 speak about a motherts thought - the 
intellectual capacities she developes, the 
judgements she makes, the metaphysical 
attitudes she assumes, the values she 
affirms. . . . . . .  a mother caring for children 
engages in a discipline. She asks certain 
questions - those relevant to her aims - 
rather than others; she accepts certian 
criteria for the truth, adequacy, and 
revelance of the proposed answers; and she 
cares about the findings she makes and can 
act on. The discipline of materna1 thought, 
like other disciplines, establishes criteria 
for deterrnining failure and success, sets 
priorities, and identifies virtues that the 
discipline requires. . . . . . . .  But to identify a 



virtue is not to possess it. When mothers 
speak of virtues they speak as often of 
failure as of success. Almost always they 
ref lect on the struggles that revolve around 
the temptations to which they fa11 prey in 
their work. What they share is not virtuous 
characteristics but rather an identification 
and a discourse about the strengths required 
by their ongoing commitments to protect, 
nurture, and trainn (Ruddick, 1989; p. 24) . 

1 read Sara Ruddickts words and thought that 

these same words described the discipline of teaching - 

at least for me. As a teacher, 1 speak of my failures 

and successes, identifying my commitments to 'protect, 

nurture and traint. For the children who are assigned 

to me become my children. Over a space of time we are 

revealed to each other and come to an understanding. 1 

listen to their tales and in turn they listen to mine. 

1 try through speech and action to teach them a caring, 

considerate understanding for each other as well as to 

try to instill in each of them a desire to read and 

write. Sometimes it is easier to teach them to view 

each other than to open a book. 1 try to create an 

atmosphere where they feel accepted for who and what 

they are. If this is mothering, then 1 am guilty. 

Guilt - it plays at me in relation to my students 
as it does with rny own children. 1 have always tried 

to be approachable and considerate of my students, 

trying to make their growing pains less painful. 1 have 

become involved in their lives by invitation and have 

walked a tight-rope rnany times when dealing with their 



family and school problems. 1 have been able to, over 

the years, form and sustain some wonderful friendships. 

My problem is that 1 am too caring and believe 

that 1 have never done enough to aid my students. When 

their lives go awry and my efforts to help are 

fruitless, 1 take it to heart. 1 have had enough sense 

to back off and not interfere with parental guidance, 

speaking to parents only at their request or when it 

has been requested by the principal. (Principals are 

always informed of a serious situation regardless of 

promises made. For example, threats of suicide or abuse 

are beyond individual aid.) But 1 can never leave 

their problems behind ; 1 carry my students' lives 

around in my mind and feel the pangs of helplessness 

and failure when 1 have not been able to help heal a 

wound, the claws of guilt when 1 have to turn away 

unable to make their worlds better. 

Even though 1 carry their problems with me, 1 

believe 1 can never appear to care for nor treat one 

student any differently than another, just as a good 

'rnother' should. (Teachers, female and male, both sexes 

'mothers' of school children, walk fine lines and must 

tread softly.) 1 must also be careful not to make the 

students dependent; it is one thing to be their teacher 

and their friend, another to become their life-saver. 

Then why do 1 feel defeated, inadequate, when 1 have 

already overstepped the boundaries and given my all? 



No. I can not be your m o t h e r .  

Susan was f i f t e e n  years  o ld .  A t a11  g i r l ,  l a rge  £rame, 

dark brown h a i r .  She s a t  i n  a desk i n  f r o n t  of my c h a i r  

and c a l l e d  me 'Evie Dearr when she thought no one was 

l i s t e n i n g .  Sue had a grea t  sense of humor and was 

g r e a t l y  apprec ia ted  by h e r  c l a s s  mates. She was w e l l  

l i k e d  among t h e  S t a f f  a s  wel l .  

Susan was a t h l e t i c  and joined s eve ra l  of the  school 

teams. This was allowed because she w a s  a l s o  an above 

average s t uden t .  

1 t r u l y  enjoyed Susan and over a pe r iod  of a few months 

w e  became f r i e n d s .  During t h i s  per iod  of t ime, Susan 

slowly s l i pped  p ieces  of her l i f e  s t o r y  t o  m e .  This 

g i r l ,  who r ad i a t ed  such warmth and f r o l i c ,  was a very 

lone ly  person.  H e r  parents  were d ivorced .  Her two o lde r  

b ro the r s  were involved i n  l i v e s  of t h e i r  own. Her 

mother worked s h i f t  work with a t r a v e l  agency and was 

sometimes gone on tours  with t h i s  Company for days a t  a 

t ime. The on ly  people who seerned t o  have t i m e  f o r  Susan 

was her  grandmother . . . .  and me. 

Susan came t o  t he  house and cared f o r  m y  ch i ldren .  They 

l i k e d  he r .  Y e t  she was s t i l l  an o u t s i d e r .  



One morning upon entering the school, 1 was called into 

the office and was told of Susanrs suicide attempt. 1 

was devastated. 

Susan has tried to take her life twice more. Each time 

1 was there to listen, to talk to her, to care... as a 

friend. 

Susan disappeared £rom my life £ive years ago. 1 miss 

her. Though I could be her friend, 1 could not be what 

she wanted me to be . . . . . .  I could not be her mother. 

1 can not replace the parents of my students . . . .  but 1 
can care. 1 can be there to answer their questions, to 

help heal their wounds, to listen to their dreams and 

stories of their great loves, to rationalize their 

anger and sorrow..... . 
but . . . . 1 can not be their mother. 



......y our day 

wi11 corne..... 

"'Hitting bottom' is a crucial experience 

for many people . . . . "  
Gloria Steinem 

Revol u t i o n  F r o m  Wi thin 

"What was painful and destructive 1 have 

made into something of my own, changed the 

sorwow into something vital and accessible." 

- Gloria VanDerBilt 

W o r n a n  Co Woman 



On Yay 3, 1990 I paid my doctor a visit and made 

the admission that 1 could no longer sustain the pace 

at which 1 was living my life. 1 was tired, both 

mentally and physically. After much discussion, and on 

my part much apprehension, we agreed that 1 would take 

a yearrs medical leave from my teaching position to try 

to restore myself. This acknowledgement and agreement 

were long overdue and were something that my doctor had 

been trying to talk me into during the previous three 

years. 1 had just taken that long to admit to myself 

that she had been right in her assessrnent of my 

physical and mental condition. 

Within the next few days, 1 arranged and readied 

the proper medical forms which would be accompanying a 

forma1 request to receive leave £rom work and to apply 

for the proper medical insurance- 1 had yet to tell 

anyone other than my doctor that 1 was doing this. When 

al1 was secured, 1 told my husband what 1 had done and 

why 1 needed to take the medical leave. In a sense 

excusing myself £rom blame, 1 told him that it had been 

the doctor's suggestion and that 1 had agreed to it. 

Rob waç vastly relieved as he knew by watching me work 

through the last pregnancy, that 1 had been stretching 

what little energy 1 had left. He had also known that 

there was little point in saying anything to me until 1 

had realized my state myself. The pregnancy had been 

draining for me, and in trying to fulfill my 

obligations at home and work, 1 had succeeded in 



burning myself out. Though he, too, had tried to tell 

me that I was over-burdening myself and that it was 

unnecessary, 1 still had to 'discover' this for myself. 

1 did not inform the School Board of rny decision 

until July 29,1990, the last day of rny contract for the 

'89-'90 school year. Mr. Farmer, the assistant 

superintendent who took my call, was very supportive 

and assured me that my teaching position with the 

School Board would be there when 1 was ready to return. 

When 1 hung up the telephone which ended this 

conversation, a wave of relief overwhelmed me. 

Admitting that 1 could not return to my teaching 

position had been the last and most difficult hurdle, 

the most public one. On one hand, 1 felt as though I 

was letting everyone down; on the other, 1 knew that in 

order  to survive, 1 had to shut the world off and rest. 

You might ask how a wife and mother of six 

children, one of them a newborn baby, does this? 

Simple, as Sue Miller, an acquaintance from Toronto, 

has said to me. You tell people what you really think 

and you learn to Say 'not. 

This was a difficult task for someone like me who 

had been socialized to please, who worried that she 

would not be liked or loved if she didn't fulfill other 

people's needs, who didn't want to look like the 'bad' 

person in the eyes of her family and community; someone 

like me who had become a lonely, frustrated woman who 

could see no dreams in her future. 1 was drifting at 



sea, on automatic pilot, fulfilling my responsibilities 

without a purpose, without pride. 1 had been completing 

one task just to get on to the next demand on my time, 

patience and energy. 

The urge for survival, however, was strong 

so 1 closed the door on the world. 1 Say 1 rested but 

in reality 1 sat down and examined the Pace of the life 

at which 1 lived, determined what 1 had to do to 

maintain my family and decided not to do anything 

extra. I travelled into the village only out of 

necessity, to the bank and the grocery store. 1 saw 

very few people. 1 stopped answering the telephone 

during the day; soon people learned not to try to 

contact me before three in the afternoon, the time my 

older children came home £rom school. 1 read novels, 

sometimes four a week. I stopped listening to the news. 

1 nursed my baby girl and played with my youngest son. 

1 cooked and fed my family, cleaned their rooms and 

their clothes. 1 sat outside in the Sun, went for wâlks 

and healed myself. 

Though 1 had drastically changed my lifestyle, 1 

did not shut my mind down completely as al1 the while a 

little voice kept nagging at me, asking how and why my 

life had come to be in the state in which 1 now found 

it to be. How had I come to be this person without 

dreams, hopes and visions when 1 had begun life with so 

many? 1 remember my husband remarking to me early in 

our marriage that 1 was such a planner, always planning 

something with my head in the clouds. Where had the 



clouds gone? 

"Women have different organizing 
principles around which their psyches are 
structured. One of these principles is that 
they exist to serve other people's needsm 
(Baker Miller, 1976; p. 6 2 )  . 

"Only becoming conscious of old and 
unchosen patterns allows us to change 
them.. . (Steinem, 1992; p . 3 8 )  . 

Unconsciously 1 had begun my search for answers 

to the questions that seemed rooted in the sirnplest 

exercise, the most innocent of remarks. Why did 1 have 

the need to tell people that 1 had taken the year off 

£rom school to be with my 'last' child? Why couldn't 1 

simply tell people that 1 was tired, worn out, 

disspirited and lost? Why? Because people would read 

what they wanted into my answer. 1 was afraid that they 

would write 'failure' on my forehead, thus marking me 

for life. Why did I feel shame for having to take this 

break? Guilt? And what was 1 fighting so hard to save? 

As 1 felt that 1 could not ask nor discuss my 

thoughts and feelings with anyone without them thinking 

that 1 had really gone over the deep end, I began to 

search in novels and literature for some hint as to why 

1 felt the way that 1 did. Of course, the world of 

fiction had little to offer as many of its heroines 

always seemed to die of a broken heart or to find 



cornfort in the arms of another man. 1 didn't want to 

die nor did 1 need the hassles of another man, so 1 

searched further. 

As I had also expressed a dissatifaction with rny 

teaching practises and the materials 1 used in that 

practise, 1, at my husbandl s suggestion, did something 

for rnyself. I spoke to a colleague about rny concerns 

and was introduced to the Literacy Masters of Education 

programme at Mount Saint Vincent University. 1 had 

always talked of wanting to go back to university, but 

it was something 1 was going to do when the children 

'left' home. (They tell me now that they'll never leave 

- so maybe 1'11 have to!) Thanks to Rob's suggestion 1 

was beginning to see a spark at the end of the tunnel. 

It was a slip of the tongue during a conversation with 

Dr. Andy Manning that led me into the world of women's 

writings; writings, other than wornen's writings in 

novels and school literature textbooks, 1 did not know 

existed. Dr. Manning suggested that 1 read Writins a 

Woman's Life by Carolyn Heilburn (1988) as an 

introductory piece. It was like finding a diamond among 

the grains of sand on the sea shore. I began to read; 

and in reading one book, 1 hungered for more as 1 

finally found what seemed to offer a recognizable 

explanation for rny state of being. Dr. Manning then 

suggested that 1 speak with Dr. Lorri Neilsen, who, 

understanding my need to ' read and f ilter' through 
wornen's writings, suggested that 1 also begin to write 

about my ' lif e experiencesl . 



Soon, however, reading about the socialization of 

women was not enough, I began to speak about what 1 was 

reading, questioning women 1 knew fairly well about the 

ideologies that 1 had encountered in the texts that 1 

had read. Through discussion 1 found I was not alone. ( 

Here 1 found an anchorage and 1 held on to it for dear 

life.) Many women felt caught and oppressed by the 

expectations of the roles society had formulated and 

enforced of motherhood and the added ccnficting 

messages, pressures and role assumptions, it had for 

working mothers. 

In reading the ideologies and the narratives of 

the life experiences of other women, 1 made haunting 

connections to my own. Stories in my own life that 

seemed unimportant, meaningless became valuable pieces 

of evidence. 1 began webbing together minute pictures 

of incidents that then gave explanation and 

understanding to a 'life styler that had been 

formulated and sculptured for me. 1, focusing on my own 

'needf to please and felt accepted, played out the role 

of the 'good girl' in the extreme and had allowed 

myself to be drawn into a vicious eddy of se l f -  

depreciation. Losing faith in my o m  capabilities 

allowed for the lose of self-confidence and self-esteem 

which permitted me to assume more responsibilities than 

1 was able to fulfill. Though 1 may have appeared to be 

the modern, competent, organized working mom who had it 

altogether, I wasn' t . 

"But the point of the journey is not 



just healing. Itrs also recovering the 
truest, most spontaneous, joyf-ùl, and 
creative core of ourselvesu (Steinem, 1992; 
p.103). 

It seems that during the past two years 1 have 

been traveling on a slow and sometimes painful quest - 

1 have been filtering through my life experiences 

examining the roles 1 have enacted searching for that 

'elusive' self. Only now as 1 filter through the 

writings 1 have collected, 1 realise that there is no 

self. There is only me - a collective creation, an 

individual who has been constructed by the 

socialization and expectations of others; an actress 

who played her roles well until she found the words and 

actions empty, flavorless. 

By investigating my own life experiences, reading 

the life narratives of other women, and the given 

explanations of our 'history' and culture, 1 have 

discovered who 1 am and how 1, ideologically, came to 

be this person. 1 have gained insight into the 

intricate workings of society, of the family and how 

the interactions of people forge and mould others . . . . .  
for better or for worse. 

"Women have long tended the gardens of 
others. While providing the context for 
others' development, they have historically 
neglected their own. Women's full development 
depends on the circling back to the girl 
within and carrying her into wornanhoodI1 
(Hancock, 1989; p.260) . 



This quest into the cultural maze of 

socialization has not only been an outward jouxney but 

also an inward one. 1 have discovered the 'child 

within' ( of whom Steinem, Hancock, Gilligan and Brown 

write), the little girl who believed that regardless of 

how hard she tried to please that she could never do 

anything right or well enough. 1 don't remember 

receiving praise for what 1 could do; I wanted to be a 

writer and an illustrator of childrenrs books- My 

writing and drawing were considered talents but not 

something one did seriously - they were just 'hobbies', 
considered ways to entertain myself. 1 learned to do 

what was practical and to be good at it. 1 don't 

remember being told 1 was pretty when 1 so desperately 

wanted to be pretty. 1 came to believe that being told 

you were pretty was a line boys used when they 'wanted 

to get to know you better'. 1 have trouble accepting 

compliments either with rny appearance or my work and 

have constantly caught myself finding fault with 

whatever I am being complimented on. 1 have valued my 

ability and self so littls that 1 depreciated my worth. 

1 have been and still am that little girl çeeking 

praise, only wanting to please. 

A wornan who 1 met through my studies at the Mount 

gave me a very great compliment. One day in May as our 

courses were coming to an end and we were discussing 

what Our future plans were the conversation strayed by 

way of my thesis topic to a discussion of Our persona1 

lives. As the conversation progressed, this lady said 

to me, 1 admire you. You rnust be. . . No, you are a very 



strong woman." My impulse was to Say that 1 wasn't. 1 

was just someone who did what they did, just a very 

ordinary person. Instead, 1 simply said " Thank You."; 
for in my mind, a voice said, "Yes, 1 am a strong 

woman.... for 1 have survived." 1 have 'hit bottom' and 

have gathered the strength to reevaluate myself and my 

life experiences; and in doing so, have found myself 

worthy . 

1 have found that 1 am knowlegeable, articulate 

and creative - 1 do have voice, whether in action, 

speech or print, and 1 may use it if and when 1 please. 

1 am caring and giving, but 1 also like to be cared for 

and to receive. I do have the right to take time for my 

self, for my interests . . . . . .  for my dreams. 1 can not 

please everyone al1 the time as 1 have limitations. 1 

have the right to Say 'no' and not to feel guilt nor 

shame for not having succeeded in obliging others. 1 am 

an individual . . . . .  1 am not, and do not want to be, a 
man - for 1 am a woman with widening horizons. 



N a r r a t i v e  inquiry 

The invitation is given - 
participate or not; 
to be secure in one's self, 
confident enough to allow 
public exposure of 
self. 

The reflection - 
a slow process, 

minute Gy minute, 
word by word, 

the stripping of layers 
revealing the stories, 

. . . . . . . .  life 
experiences. 

In the taking away 
knowledge is exposed, 
drawn on, 
f used, 

t hen 
built on. 

Awareness of fallibility 
strengths, 
wariness of emotions, 
experiences, 
negative and positive - 

to build the positive 
by exposing the negative. 

Research awareness : 

self knowledge 
1 am who 1 am 

( 1 am who 1 have been influenced to be) 
according to the standards, morals, 
and expectations 
I have set for myself 

( according to the standards, rnorals, 
and expectations 



that have been set for me) 
1 am who 1 am. 

( 1 am who 1 am expected to be.) 

self exploration 
. . . . . . .  epiphanies 

insights of how, where, 
when and why 

background garbage 
what 1 have sensed, 

experienced, filtered, 
retrieved, ref lected 

. . . . . . . . .  mind folders of files 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  memory. 

self awareness 
. . . . . . . . .  1 am who 1 am 

perceptions of being 
. . . . . . . . . .  in the world, 

in the community, 
in the family, 
in the self. 

Foundations of who 1 am 
. . . . . . . .  bare naked to myself 

possiblly to others. 
positives from which to take pleasure, 

to rejoice, 
. . . . . . .  to reward 

negatives to depict - acknowledge 
to examine - objectively 
rafters to build £rom . . . . .  

to grow. 
positive and negative 

a foundation 
structuring, 

designing, 
renovatlng, 

reflecting, 
trusting 

as society turns. 
. . . . . .  real growth. 

A collective creation 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Eve. 



P.S. 

By the way,  

There is t r u t h  i n  t he  s ta tement ,  'Ignorance 

is  b l i s s ' .  O r  so  1 bel ieve f o r  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  moment. 

A s  1 have previous ly  s t a t e d  by researching my l i f e  

exper iences ,  1 have gained knowledge of who 1 a m  and of 

t h e  i deo log i e s  and soc i a l i za t i on  t h a t  have formed me. 

Though t h e  ques t  for t h i s  knowledge w a s  a t  times 

p a i n f u l ,  so is  the acqu is i t ion  of it. 1 now look a t  the 

world through ' sh iny,  new l enses ' ,  ones t h a t  are more 

c l e a r  and t h a t  r evea l  my own t r u t h ,  but  a t  t h e  sarne 

time i n f l i c t  a new form of s u f f e r i n g .  

Wr i t t en  i n  a Song Sung by K.D. Lang are the 

words , 

I t v e  been outs ide  of myself f o r  s o  long 
Every f e e l i n g  1 had is  c l o s e  t o  gone 
I ' v e  been outs ide  rnyself f o r  s o  long. 

1 have l i v e d  most of my l i f e  ou t s ide  of myself, 

l i v i n g  l i f e  through the  eyes and d e s i r e s  of o thers  so 

t h a t  now i t  is  d i f f i c u l t  t o  break o l d  h a b i t s .  

Constant ly I ca t ch  rnyself g iv ing over  t o  o l d  ways 

because it is e a s i e r ,  l e s s  complicated and causes 

l i t t l e  emotional stress f o r  a l 1  a t  hand . . . . .  except m e  

w h o  now ques t i ons  the  motives behind even t he  simplest  

of r eques t  - why must t h i s  be done and why by me o r  

anyone e lse  who happens t o  be female. 1 quest ion my 



actions - do they represent the 'old ways' or are they 

examples of a woman with changing values, confident in 

her ability to interact with the world regardless of 

the incident ? 

1 feel that 1 am on stage, in the public eye, 

and that my new awareness has left me naked, to be 

scrutinized on one hand by those who do not see as 1 

see, for causing ripples and not flowing soothly with 

the mainstream; and then on the other hand to be 

scrutinized by those individuals, who have always seen 

the truth in the socialization and oppression of women, 

for not taking a tough enough stand, forgoing rny old 

ways for new, for not making tidal waves of the 

ripples. 

1 have made strides (I'm writing this, aren't 

1 ) .  1 have learned that 1 can not be every thing 

to\for everyone. 1 can only be myself. 1 have learned 

to speak out loud for myself and others. 1 have taken 

the time to answer that question that is written in the 

Song Sung by Reba McIntrye: "1s there life out there?". 

There is life out there and 1 can fulfill my dreams, 

maybe not exactly as 1 wished, but 1 can do it. 1 have 

also learned the greatest trick of all. I have learnt 

to Say 'no1 and not waver because a sudden wave of 

guilt has washed over my conscience. 1 have rescheduled 

chores and re-evaluated expectations for my children. 1 

have made a conçcious effort to speak to the children, 

who are of my body and those whom 1 have acquired by 

way of the Public school system, about societyis 

expectations of them and have told them that it is okay 

not to follow the crowd but to forge a path of their 



own. 1 have also made an effort to not only voice my 

beliefs but to practise them; 1 have also explained 

'whyf when 1 have faltered in my new stance as well. 

So while ignorance is less painful even for a 

moment, it is not life giving. In 'starting over', 1 

know that the path that 1 have chosen is going to be 

rough, and at times, 1 will feel like I am walking a 

tight rope , but 1 will be ' growing' and ' living' , not 
stagnating in the shadows of someone else. 
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