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This paper is part of a larger research project that examines the experiences of twenty-five fathers and thirty-five mothers whose children have significant “problems” (i.e. learning disabilities, drug and alcohol addictions, mental health difficulties, and physical or developmental delays).  In the past decade, a number of scholars have written about the intensive nature of contemporary childrearing ideologies and practices. Given this climate of “anxious parenting,” how do parents cope with the experience of having a child who is “less than perfect?”  The paper at hand explores how mothers and fathers experience the stigma, grief, and guilt associated with having a “problem child.” After discussing data drawn from ethnographic interviews with sixty middle-class participants, I consider the possible sources of differences between fathers and mothers.  Whereas much of the previous literature has focused on the gendered nature of childrearing ideologies – such as the ideology of “intensive mothering” – I argue that doing of parenthood leaves mothers particularly susceptible to stigma, grief, and guilt when their children have problems.  The interview data from this study suggests that when mothers are disproportionately responsible for the routine practices of childrearing, they are more likely to become engaged in face-to-face interactions that hold them accountable for their children’s behavior.  It appears that the threat of “mother blame” – ever present in women’s interactions with teachers, doctors, and other parents – encourages them to behave in ways that reinforce and ultimately reproduce the ideology of intensive mothering.

