Running head: EVOLUTION OF ‘THE MOTHER’ 1

The Evolution of ‘The Mother’ on Television: From the Kitchen to the Boardroom
Matthew Searfoss

Email: msearfos@ramapo.edu

Ramapo College of New Jersey
School of Contemporary Arts
505 Ramapo Valley Road
Mahwah, NJ 07430

Paper submitted to Ramapo College Honors Program as Senior Project
Spring 2017



EVOLUTION OF ‘THE MOTHER’

Abstract

This project will look at the evolution of “the mother” and motherhood on TV from the 1950s-
Present Day. The research began by casting a wide net in order to find a wide variety of sources
highlighting concepts relating to how the views of motherhood has shifted over time and how the
shift has been seen on television. Through the entirety of this project, |1 was able to yield two
primary data sets data sets: first off being focus group sessions with mothers to gain their view
on the subject and which TV mothers they identify/ied with, and secondly my own
rhetorical/narrative analysis of the characters and shows they highlight. Ultimately, the research
discovered that despite the amount of progress that has been made in improving the way mothers
are represented on popular television series, many of the modern day portrayals continue to cling
to a gender binary and restrictive gender norms which place the mother at the beck and call of
her husband and children.
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less than her husband, who remains the primary breadwinner and the wife’s job is reduced and
portrayed as a hobby or something she could easily give up while still being able to take care of
her family on her husband’s income. Many women continue to take offense with the way that
mothers are represented on television, because even when they are given a glimpse of power or
equal treatment to their husband, they are once again limited by the inherent patriarchy that
exists within the current television landscape. One theme that emerges when looking at the way
that women and mothers have been represented over time is the women’s choice between either
staying at home and having children, or remaining loyal to her career and succeeding

professionally. While many shows such as
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movement, where feminism can mean different things according to each individual. So, if one
women chooses to give up her career and stay at home to raise her three children, she can
continue to identify as and call herself a feminist because she actively chooses to be the best
mother that she can. On the other hand, if a woman chooses to go right back to work after having
children, she should not feel guilty from societal pressure and can continue to call herself a
feminist because she is working to inspire her children as she continues to advance in her career.
Ultimately, these “mommy wars” that are perpetuated by the media and pervade society
reinforce the negative stereotype of women that they are always trying to one up each other and
engage in ‘cat fights.” Instead of recognizing the complexities and nuances in the interactions
between a community of mothers, society chooses to pit women against one another and
continues the cycle of dominance over women.

The representation of mothers on television also plays into the concept of the “mommy
wars” because more often than not, mothers are being shown as the one who stays at home and
cares for the children, which sends the message to American audiences that this is the ideal role
for a women, and that they should not be going back to work after having children. In the cases
where the mothers are being shown as going back to work after having children, the character
often experiences a backlash from their children, disapproval from family members, and even
experiences marital troubles, giving the audience a cautionary tale of what lies ahead should they
choose to put their career over their children. These flawed representations of the working
mother are what scares many women into being complacent and passively choosing to give up
their careers to be the stereotypical homemaker. While there have been many shows that explore
the trials and tribulations of a working mother, the area that has been largely unexplored until
vey recently on television is the intimate and often times treacherous landscape in which the

suburban mother operates.
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can when around other moms, showing the group that their lives are perfect, with the ideal
family, the most well-behaved children, and the most delicious meals on the table each night.
This concept was explored in the show Desperate Housewives during the 2000s where the
premise of the series was not knowing what goes on behind the closed doors of neighbors who
live seemingly perfect lives. Heisler & Ellis (2008) explored this concept of how a mother’s
identity is influenced by her community and write, “A woman’s identity as mother is shaped
through experiences, interactions with, and messages from others...As a result, individuals may
be protective and hesitant to share this ‘real me’ with others” (p. 449). Based off of this, if a
women considers herself as a bad mother because she does not live up to the societal standard or
does not have well behaved children like the other moms in her community, she may work to
hide what is really going on and act as if she does have the perfect life when interacting with
these other women. This concept can be identified as “saving face” and can be seen throughout

many iterations of the popular reality television series The Real Housewives..., where women
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divorced mothers, and other representations that pushed the norm for what a mother should look
like or how she should act. However, even as these stereotypical stepford-like moms began to

appear less
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studying the representation of mothers on television as she remains one of the most honest and
realistically flawed mother characters that has ever graced the small screen.

While Roseanne did not occupy a high-paying job or work in an environment where she
could get ahead and lift her family out of the working class, there was no doubt that she was in
charge of her household. Despite her husband providing much of the income for the family,
Roseanne represented a woman who, realizing that her home was one of the only places she held
power, demanded to rule over her domain, with real-life Roseanne Barr claiming the character as
the
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The author highlights the fact that Lynette distances herself from mothers of the past on
television because her storylines showcase her regrets in placing the needs of her family and her
children over her own desire to excel in her career. While past TV mothers like June Cleaver
never even had a career to choose to give up when becoming pregnant and starting a family, and
later mothers often made the choice seemingly with a smile on their face and wanting nothing
more than to sacrifice their professional lives for the betterment of their families, Lynette

recognizes that it is not always such an easy or happily made decision. While she makes the
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back room. If we have any hope in changing how our society views and treats women and
mothers, we need to have more accurate representations of motherhood across all socioeconomic
and cultural understandings. Mothers of all different races, religions, and incomes must have the
ability to turn on the television and find a mom who looks or sounds like her dealing with the
same things that she is dealing with. It is not until the extremely diverse and complicated world
that we live in is completely and accurately reflected in popular culture that our society will be
able to fairly and appropriately approach and solve issues impacting mothers and their children.
As Walters & Harrison (2014) write, “...we are in dire need of some tough, messy, non-
normative renegades to blast a few more holes in the maternal shrouds we’ve been wearing for

far too long” (p. 51).

Methods

In order to investigate the opinions and reactions of real women about the representation
of mothers on television, | conducted two separate focus groups to gather first-hand information
from actual mothers. In order to gather the most reliable data possible, | believed that focus
groups with mothers would provide me with the insight | needed to explore the research
questions I had put forth. Before participating in my focus group, | required each woman to read
and sign the informed consent form, which detailed their involvement with the study and ensured
that their responses would remain confidential. At the start of the focus group, | had the women
introduce themselves to one another in order to establish a friendly and open forum where they
felt comfortable to engage in discussion and converse with one another. Additionally, at the start
of the focus group | described the purpose of my research project and the sequence of events for
the remainder of the session. After posing several questions to the group regarding these
women’s experience with motherhood and their opinions on the representation of mothers on
television | made sure that each woman had equal opportunity to share their opinions before
moving on to the next section. Next, | introduced the participants to several excerpts/clips from
television series with a mother character in order to facilitate more discussion regarding the
representation of mothers on television. In order to identify which clips to play for the women, 1
singled out moments from several popular series that served as a turning point or shift away from
the popular/stereotypical portrayal of mothers. These clips showed wives speaking out against

their husbands, standing up for themselves, wishing they had never had children, and ultimately
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could both raise their children and work to help support the family at the same time, identifying
that the two were not mutually exclusive.

One element noted in the episode “Job Switching” was the implicit male dominance that
was present in the husband/wife relationship of Lucy and Ricky. As the episode begins, Ricky
walks through the front door of the apartment after a long day’s work and is greeted by Lucy
who states, “Oh gee I’m glad you’re home!” (Carroll, 1952). This immediately stuck out to me
because it sends a message to the audience that a stay at home mom is doing nothing all-day but
sitting around and waiting for her husband to return to her and the kids. Throughout the series,
Lucy is represented as independent, strong-willed, and as a woman who does not allow men to
walk all over her, however this episode highlights the subtle patriarchy that was present in many
family structures and households during the 1950s. This stereotypical image of a woman greeting
her husband at the door when he arrives home after a long day with a cocktail, the kids bathed
and in pajamas, with a lovely meal on the table is what made shows like Lucy and Leave it to
Beaver so successful at the time, because that is the image of family that many Americans were
trying to achieve. Another way that the implicit patriarchy was present in this episode of the
series was through Lucy’s interactions with her husband when she would state, “No sir” and
“Yes sir” which highlighted the male dominance that was present in their household. (Carroll,
1952).

Not only was Lucy submissive to her husband in the way she interacted with him
personally, but also through the fact that she was tied to him financially which limited her
options as a woman. Lucy relied on her husband’s employment and him giving her an allowance
of spending money each week in order to take care of the home and provide for herself and her
son. Even if Lucy had been unhappy in the marriage, she would not have had the option of
leaving Ricky and taking their son with her, as she would have no means of supporting herself
and the child. While the episode ultimately ends typically with the men going back to being the
breadwinners and the women gladly accepting their role as keepers of the domestic home-front,
it taught audiences an important lesson regarding just how much work a mother does at home all
day. Before the episode ends, Ricky states, “*“I never realized how tough it was to run a house
before” combating the myth that woman sat at home all day waiting for their husbands to return
(Carroll, 1952). While I Love Lucy fluctuated between pushing the boundaries of popular notions

of motherhood and falling victim to patriarchal stereotypes, it ultimately portrayed an extremely
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women seemed to think that June Cleaver was an exaggerated and false representation of what
motherhood was like back then. After viewing a clip where June presents a wonderfully prepared
meal for her family when her husband comes home from work, one of the women stated,
“Sometimes when | come home after a long day and see the laundry piling up, | make the
executive decision that it’s simple PB & J for dinner.” Many of the women noted that while the
Cleavers had the economic advantage to allow for the wife to stay home all day and keep the
home clean and prepare lovely meals, the reality was/is that many women could not/cannot
afford to do so.

Food seemed to be a common theme in our discussion of motherhood on Leave it to
Beaver as one of the clips that was shown showed June handling all of the inside meal prep while
her husband took care of the grilling of the meat outside. In the clip, her husband explains to his
son that women are more adept to cooking in the kitchen because they require all of the modern
conveniences in order to get the job done while men can handle the rustic style of cooking on a
grill outdoors. While all of the women in both focus groups found this clip offensive and
demeaning to women, one noted that, “ “In my house, cooking is very much the same today
where I’ll handle everything inside but my husband always takes care of grilling...l1 wonder why
that is?” This woman’s response to the clip brought up an interesting conversation amongst the
women who began to question if they were feeding in to the implicit patriarchy by following this
gendered breakdown of cooking responsibilities. The women also wondered, as all of them work
at least part-time, if not full-time jobs, why dinner and clean up responsibility always fell on
them when both they and their husbands had been hard at work all day.

Based off of this discussion of food and meal preparation for the family, the women
began to realize that even though progress has been made in terms of gender equality within the
family structure, there are still remnants of the June Cleaver type mom that are present today.
Highlighting this idea, one of the younger women noted, “I’m wondering if we really have come
that far since this show? I mean we tell ourselves we have, but I’m starting to think quite the
opposite.” Despite airing fifty years ago, the stereotypical image of motherhood that was
conveyed through Leave it to Beaver has been replaced by a more empowered female character,
yet some elements continue to be inherently passed down from one generation to the next.
Despite all of the criticism that the focus group participants had for the series, they all agreed that

June Cleaver’s options were limited at the time and appreciated that today woman have the
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ability to choose for themselves if they want to stay at home and be the perfect housewife or if
they want to work and have a fulfilling career.
The Mother Who Changed It All

Fast-
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1995). This is indicative of the time period in which her show was created and aired, during
which it would have been unsavory for a woman, especially a mother, to curse on television. All
of these mothers of television past represent the wholesome image of motherhood that was
instilled unto America during the Golden Age of Television in the 50s/60s, while Roseanne and
her show chose to deconstruct that image and represent what actual mothers were going through
on a day-to-day basis. Roseanne responds to these women by stating, “Well I’m afraid whatever
you heard is a hell of a damn lie” (Ulin, 1995). With the use of the single word “hell,” Roseanne
is able to tear down the stereotypical and patriarchal image of motherhood that the rest of these
TV mothers were stuck in by showing that a real woman can be a good parent and wife while
also speaking her mind and using the occasional bad word. While the Sittcom Mom Welcome
Wagon was certainly not happy with Roseanne’s language and dismissal of their claims, their
shock with her behavior and the show as a whole did not end there.

Later on in the conversation between the women, one of the more conservative mothers
brings up a point to Roseanne by stating, “You’re supposed to teach your children valuable
lessons, why don’t you have an episode where your son breaks a window with a stray baseball
and your husband makes him get a job so that he can pay to fix it?” (Ulin, 1995). This sort of
storyline was extremely popular during the Golden Age of Television where families could
watch and rest assured that their children were learning positive lessons from these shows. The
typical nuclear American family could turn on the television during the 50s/60s and learn lessons
about working hard for the things you wanted and about respecting their parents’ wishes no
matter what. While Roseanne did teach lessons to the audience, they were always approached in
a more comedic, and some would say, realistic/down-to-earth way. Roseanne replies to the
mother’s concern by stating, “We did have this one episode about me finding some old reefer
down in the basement, so | thought it was David’s...you know that’s the guy who’s sleeping
with my daughter...but anyway it turns out that it was my old pot” (Ulin, 1995). Many of the

women are shocked and dismayed; not only at the fact that Roseanne would portray herself as a
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one another, and sometimes they decided to smoke the mystery pot they found in the basement
just for old time’s sake. Roseanne describes the ultimately positive outcome of the situation by
stating, “Oh come on, we learned our lesson, we got the message across. Drugs are
bad...especially really old stuff that’s been sittin’ there a while.” While Roseanne and the show
went about portraying the anti-drug message in a different or non-typical way, she highlights the
fact that while it was a comedic episode, they ultimately did convey the message to the audience
that you should not do drugs...no matter how long or short they have been sitting around.

While on the air, Roseanne elicited polarizing responses from audiences, with some
people hailing the show as a breath of fresh air for portraying the American family in a realistic
manner, and others taking offense for the brash and sometimes offensive way that Roseanne
acted. During the focus group proceedings, it was interesting to note this response amongst the
women participating because they would often ask, “What show are we looking at next?” When |
responded by telling them we were going to take a look at Roseanne, | could see one women
rolling her eyes and several others let out sighs signaling that they were clearly neither fans of
the show nor of its star. After watching clips from the show, | questioned the woman who had
rolled her eyes at hearing what we were going to be watching, and her answer surprised me. The
woman stated, “I used to hate this show and would always change the channel, but after raising
kids it really makes sense. 1 wanna go back and watch it all.” This woman’s response both
shocked and pleased me because she seemed so against the series at the start, yet realized that
after having children she could better relate to the narrative and what the character of Roseanne
was going through on the screen before her. This response was echoed by some of the responses
from the other women, with one stating “Wow that’s how | feel sometimes,” after watching
Roseanne complain to her husband that he was not helping out enough around the house.
Whereas the moms of television past would have kept their mouths shut and never spoken out
against their husbands, Roseanne recognized that she needed help and did not hesitate to ask for
it. The women in the focus group reacted extremely positively overall to Roseanne because the
show and its characters are easily approachable and Roseanne did not shy away from portraying
motherhood in all of its glory; the good, the bad, and the things that some moms try to hide from

their neighbors.
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New Millennium? New Housewife.

After the reshaping of motherhood that occurred in the 1990s thanks to characters like
Roseanne, the 2000s saw the reclamation of sexuality by mothers on television thanks to popular
series like Desperate Housewives, which ran from 2004-2012. The show was centered on a
seemingly typical suburban neighborhood and a group of neighbors, all of them mothers, who
became friends and explored the sometimes sexy, sometimes difficult, and sometimes murder-
filled woes of suburbia together. The show was interesting and unique in its exploration of life in
suburbia because it differed from past shows set in the idyllic suburban environment by showing

the dark and mysterious things that often go on behind closed doors; the things that one would
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stating, “Nobody tells you about parenting, you simply find out for yourself,” highlighting the
individuality in motherhood and the fact that each woman goes through the process differently.
Showing Desperate Housewives to the group illuminated for me the fact that motherhood is often
an experimental process for many women and it’s mostly a series of trials and errors.
Motherhood is an experience, and until someone has gone through it they cannot understand
what a mother is feeling, which is why the women in my group agreed that it was important to
surround yourself with a community of people who understand and can help you figure things
out.

The mothers in my focus group spoke a lot about creating a supportive community of
other moms around them in their lives so that they always had people to rely on who understood
the issues that they were dealing with. One mother spoke on the topic stating, “I find its
important to have people that can relate to what you’re going through when you want to talk
about your struggles as a mother.” Some of the moms brought up the fact that sometimes it is
hard to establish a sense of community amongst other mothers especially if they were working
moms or if the other mothers in their circle seemed a bit exclusive and placed pressure on other
moms to put off a certain image of perfection when it came to motherhood. In order to establish
their community however, the moms noted that it was easy to get involved with school activities
or to volunteer to help out and that’s how they have actually ended up meeting some of their
closest mom friends. While these women sat together in the focus and recounted some of their
proudest moments of motherhood, they also felt comfortable enough to share moments with one
another that they regretted and wished they could have done differently. One of the most real and
honest moments during the focus group echoed the occasional shirking of motherhood
responsibility that the group saw on Desperate Housewives, when one of the mothers stated,
“I’ve had fantasies about walking out of the house and leaving just to grab a moment of silence
and a cup of coffee.” Ultimately, the focus group proved to be safe and inviting space for these
mothers to share their experiences of motherhood openly amongst one another and they all
appreciated having the space and opportunity to do so. Many of them noted that whether it was
from other moms in the community or from the media, that there is a pressure that exists which
causes moms to feel guilty when they want to complain about their kids or vent about their
husband not helping around the house. If this research draws attention to any particular issue, it

is the lack of a forum in which mothers have the ability to and feel comfortable discussing
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motherhood with one another, which is why it is so essential for television representations of
motherhood to be varied, realistic, and remain truthful to the actual plights of different mothers

across America.
What Will Motherhood Look Like Tomorrow?
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living to support her kids while still taking care of the home and taking an active role in
supporting the children in their after-school activities. Ultimately, these two shows highlight the
conclusion that the women in my focus group arrived at: “There are truly so many different ways
to raise children.” If these shows are any indication of where the representation of motherhood is
headed in the future, I think mothers can rest assured that it will continue to move in a positive
direction. In a time where women’s rights and gender equality are under scrutiny and at the
center of many political and social debates, it is more important than ever for our society to look
at the messages that we are sending audiences about mothers, families, and most importantly
about women.
Conclusion

As previously mentioned, the participants chosen as part of the focus group were all
actual mothers themselves and therefore had more knowledge of motherhood-related issues far
exceeding that of the average person. Although this fact lent itself to producing an open and
accepting forum for discussion within the focus group, the opinions of these women cannot be
taken as the opinions of society at large, due to their advanced knowledge and personal
connection to the topic. If given more time to continue this research, I would have liked to have
shown the focus group even more examples of television mothers and watched entire episodes
rather than short clips so that they are able to see more of the progression in representation over
time. If given the opportunity to hold more focus groups with a wider range of participants, |
believe more pertinent data could be collected to further research the way that motherhood is
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