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Abstract
This paper examines how the experience of female prison confinement, especially 
in relation to mothering, is shaped by women’s different trajectories. Results are 
drawn from interviews with 20 incarcerated mothers in a female prison in Portugal. 
We  aim  to  explore  issues  of  identity,  representations  and  practices  of  inmate 
mothers in a prison context.
Our  purpose  is  to  analyze  motherhood  as  a  dynamic  and  changing  experience 
according  to  the  contexts  in  which  it  unfolds.  Primarily,  we will  focus  on the 
biographical pathways of women prior to incarceration. Then, we will analyze how 
different trajectories are expressed in prison settings, and how they shape carceral 
experiences. We will highlight family changes, women’ strategies, and new forms 
of experiencing motherhood that emerge from the prison context. Finally, we will 
explore women’s future prospects regarding the relationship and involvement with 
their children after leaving prison. Our data suggest that traditional gender roles are 
reproduced  insofar  as  mothering  is  given  as  a  primary  value  of  femininity. 
Nevertheless, motherhood in the prison context is affected by contradictions and 
tensions.  While,  on  the  one  hand,  there’s  a  discursive  exaltation  of  maternal 
identity, on the other hand it is difficult to act upon it, since children on the outside 
are being taken care by others.
Since mothering from prison doesn’t involve only mothers and their children, we 
also highlight how other elements are central in mediating relationships between 
mothers  and  their  children,  promoting  or  restricting  the  bonds  between  them: 
namely,  relationships  with  caregivers  and  (re)configurations  of  mother-child 
emotional dynamics.
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1. Introduction 
Research  on  mothering  from  prison  has  emphasised  the  centrality  of  the 

maternal  role in women’s identities, both when their children live with them in 
prison1 and when they are  on the  outside,  being  taken care  of  by others.2 The 
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imposed separation between mothers and their offspring may be a constant source 
of guilt, anxiety and stress for the majority of inmate mothers with children on the 
outside and may also generate feelings of being a “bad mother”.3

Women tend to remain deeply connected to their maternal identity 4 and try to 
maintain  parental  authority  and  active  engagement  in  their  children’s  lives  by 
making decisions about their future and keeping informed of their whereabouts.5 

However, this is not possible for all mothers. If mothers’ experiences outside the 
prison  walls  are  not  homogeneous,  we  cannot  expect  them  to  translate 
homogeneously into a prison setting.6 Several elements influence the mother and 
child relationship.  This article focuses  on the relationship between mothers and 
children prior to imprisonment as the factor that produces varying experiences for 
mothers  during  imprisonment.  The  results  are  drawn  from  interviews  with  20 
mothers serving sentences in a female prison in Portugal, and the aim is to analyse 
issues concerning the identity, representations and practices of mothers in prison 
who have children on the outside.

The fieldwork was carried out over six-months in 2011 in a female prison in 
Portugal.7 The women interviewed (20) were serving sentences  mainly for drug 
trafficking (35%) and property offences (35%). The sentences ranged from 2 years 
and 7 months to 25 years, with 90% serving sentences of more than four and a half 
years.  The  majority  of  interviewed  prisoners  came  from  precarious  economic, 
social and cultural backgrounds, reflecting the trends shown in other national and 
international  studies  on  female  inmates.8 The  women  had  very  low  levels  of 
educational  and social capital:  45% had not been educated beyond Year 5 and, 
prior to imprisonment, the majority had been dependent on the welfare system due 
to low incomes and high rates of unemployment. All of the women were mothers, 
with an average of three children each, and their ages ranged from 20 to 52 years 
old.

2. Mothers, trajectories and carers: (dis)connections
The  female  inmates’  trajectories  prior  to  imprisonment  reveal  two  main 

scenarios associated with motherhood: mothers who were the main (and sometimes 
the only) person responsible for their children, and noncustodial mothers who had 
little or no contact with their children.

The inmates whose lifestyles  before prison were defined by drug abuse and 
continuous delinquency were not, in most cases, responsible for child care. These 
issues, added to a lack of resources and suitable housing, had prevented them from 
taking care of their children and led to the termination of parental rights when the 
children were young or even newly born. In some cases the mothers had taken this 
decision to ensure the children a more secure and stable environment than they 
could provide for them.
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“I  simply had a hard life,  at  the time I  was homeless and on 
drugs,  and  I  knew  that  my  girl  was  safe  and  well  with  my 
mother-in-law.” Carla (aged 47, fraud, 5 years).

In other cases it was the child welfare system or family intervention that had 
removed the children from the woman’s care, even if the mother wanted to raise 
them herself. Generally, in both scenarios, the grandparents assumed responsibility 
for child care. When it is impossible for family members to provide care, children 
are placed in foster homes.

Usually, these custody arrangements lead to family conflicts. Mothers do not 
agree that other people should raise their children, and do everything in their power 
to prevent this. Conflicts then emerge, damaging relationships between the mother 
and the current caregivers and making any future involvement between mother and 
children  difficult.  The  women’s  narratives  highlight  how  their  trajectories  are 
subsequently characterised by erratic and discontinuous contact with their children, 
hindered, in particular, by caregivers.

Often  the  physical  and  emotional  distance  between  mothers  and  children 
becomes so acute that when the children reach adulthood they choose not to have 
any contact with their mother, since the relationship has become more distant and 
has  deteriorated  over  the  years.  Thus,  when  these  women  are  arrested  their 
involvement  with  their  children  does  not  change.  In  these  specific  situations 
imprisonment  is  not  the  factor  that  has  strained  the  relationship  between  the 
mothers and their offspring, or even the one that caused the separation. In fact, 
literature  on  the  subject  has  shown  that  prison  may  be  a  turning  point  in 
problematic  parent-child  relationships  by  interrupting  the  parents’  destructive 
cycles of substance abuse.9

A second scenario that emerges when motherhood is analysed in association 
with imprisonment concerns mothers who had had close relationships with their 
children. These mothers were the primary or sole carers of their children, since the 
majority of fathers were in prison or absent from their children’ lives.

When these women are arrested there are three main possibilities for childcare, 
which  vary  according  to  the  age  of  the  children  and  “family  elasticity”.  This 
concept,  used  by  Sandra  Enos,  is  defined  as  ‘the  ability  of  family  units  to 
accommodate additional members and responsibilities during times of crisis’10. The 
possibilities are: i) family members assuming childcare; ii) mothers taking children 
with them to prison 11;  iii)  children staying in foster  care  during the time their 
mother is in prison.

All of these possibilities are conditioned by the emotional dynamics between 
mothers and caregivers, social contexts and financial resources. The most common 
scenario is for children to stay with family members chosen by the mother (usually 
grandparents).  Despite  the  potential  difficulties  for  all  involved,  if  harmonious 
relationships  are  maintained  during  the  term  of  imprisonment,  families  make 
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efforts to maintain contact  between mother and children, regardless of the costs 
involved.12 However, this is not always the case. In some situations the erosion of 
social  support  networks  (no  relatives  available  to  care  for  children)  and/or 
overburdened  families  (families  with  limited  time  and  resources)  leads  to  the 
institutionalisation of children or to mothers taking children to prison with them, 
even if they would prefer not to keep them behind bars.13

Furthermore,  relationships  are  dynamic  elements  that  change  over  time, 
especially in a situation as demanding as imprisonment.14 When children are being 
cared for by others on the outside and the relationship between the mother and the 
caregiver  becomes  strained,  caregivers  may  restrict  the  involvement  between 
mother and child. The inmate mothers interviewed talked about restrictions created 
by  their  former  partners  if  the  relationship  between  the  couple  ended  during 
imprisonment and the children were being cared for by their fathers on the outside. 
Since the fathers control the extent and all forms of contact between the children 
and the mother,  they are able to limit  access  to children and deny visits.15 The 
mothers perceive these restrictions as a "punishment" for ending the relationship, 
which in most cases is at the women’s initiative.

“… and I ended the relationship with him [ex-husband] and I 
haven’t seen my children in the last three months. He won’t let 
my family bring the children to see me.” Fátima (aged 27, drug 
trafficking, 4 years and 6 months).

3. Mothering from prison: reconfigurations and strategies
Having  analysed  how  different  women’s  trajectories  translate  into  a  prison 

setting  and  explored  the  consequences  of  family  rearrangements,  we  will  now 
explore how these pathways shape women’s experiences of prison, highlighting the 
new forms of experiencing motherhood that emerge during imprisonment and the 
mothers’ strategies for connecting with their children from prison.

Mothers who had had little contact with their offspring before imprisonment 
perpetuate  this  situation  in  prison,  since  their  involvement  with  them  remains 
infrequent or nonexistent. This is mainly due to strained relations with caregivers - 
already problematic before their arrest - or to the children’s decision not to contact 
the mother. Despite the mothers’ concerns for their children’s well-being, they are 
surrounded by institutional barriers (now added to the pre-existing barriers created 
by caregivers) that prevent them from making efforts to contact them. Thus, the 
mothers’ narratives show how little information they have about their children, in 
some cases knowing nothing about their lives. Sandra, an ex-addict, has not seen 
her 7 year old son – being cared for by his paternal aunt – for the last 5 years. The 
only information she has  about  him consists of  a  few photographs sent  by the 
father of the child.
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“[she] never brought my son to see me (...) it was only through 
[his father] that I knew how my son was (…) I’ve watched my 
son grow up  through photos,  nothing  else.”  Sandra  (aged  25, 
theft, 7 years).

During their  term of  imprisonment,  the mothers  blame themselves  for  their 
absence and for never really playing a role in their children’s lives due to a history 
of addiction or because of their arrest. In other words, the women feel guilty for the 
periods in which they failed to meet the socially prescribed roles and expectations 
of  a  "good  mother"  by  adopting  the  dominant  notion  of  what  being  a  “good 
mother” means.16 ‘I wasn’t a good mother (...) because I never was a permanent 
mother.’ Andreia (aged 52, theft, 5 years and 6 months).

Instead of resisting being labelled “bad mothers” by the agents of social control 
and others these mothers reproduce these ideologies.17

In prison the women draw closer to a given model of motherhood that they feel 
is dominant. Raquel’s narrative,  comparing her life before and during prison, is 
illustrative of this:

“I  was  very  young at  the  time,  I  didn’t  think  about  life,  and 
didn’t  care  about  others,  I  was  just  concerned  about  myself. 
Today I  think differently  (...)  here we learn everything.  (...)  I 
learned to be a woman, to be a mother.” Raquel (aged 20; theft; 7 
years).

Raquel shows how, in prison, she learned the gender script that  defines the 
“good  mother”  and,  by  association,  the  “real  women”,  despite  being  separated 
from  her  son  and  from  other  relatives.  These  discourses  reproduce  traditional 
gender roles insofar as they attach a special emphasis to motherhood as a primary 
feminine  value  and  are  hyperbolized  in  a  prison  scenario.18 They  convey  an 
idealised  notion  of  motherhood  that  is  impossible  to  achieve,  particularly  for 
marginalised  women such as those in the current  study.19 The strong structural 
constraints that define the  women’s lives, both inside and outside prison, prevent 
them from measuring up to these ideologies.20

After  leaving  prison,  the  women plan to  reconnect  with  their  children  in  a 
permanent  way to  make up for  their  absences.  This  process  of  reconnecting is 
focussed mainly on rebuilding relationships in order to help and support children in 
the future. However, these plans may encounter many obstacles. In the process of 
returning home, the women may find that their children’s behaviour fails to meet 
their expectations or that caregivers continue to hinder their involvement with their 
children.21

In the case of women who lived with their children prior to arrest, mothering 
from prison is a continuously complex and demanding task. Although the mothers 
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want to preserve, at least partially, the role they played in their children’s lives – in 
most cases having been their main or only carer prior to imprisonment - they are 
surrounded by a conditioned environment that prevents them from assuming child 
care.  Accordingly,  mothering  from  prison  is  based  on  negotiation  marked  by 
constant tensions and contradictions. On the one hand, the women cannot measure 
up  to  the  social  expectations  that  “good  mothering”  includes  since  they  are 
surrounded by physical,  emotional and institutional barriers.  On the other hand, 
women prisoners reproduce widespread cultural ideas about child raising that focus 
on the centrality of mother in the children’s lives. ‘No one replaces the mother’ 
(Andreia).  This  ideology  centres  mainly  on  the  belief  that  all  “good  mothers” 
should be the main carer of their children, regardless of the time and resources 
available to them.22 Thus, the tension between this ideology and what is allowed 
and achievable for inmate mothers creates contradictory feelings.

The children are the mothers’ main concern, even when they are outside in the 
care of family members that the mother has chosen and trusts.

“When she goes to prison a mother who is a mother, is the most 
frightened woman in the world. If she is a real mother. I felt that 
way. I still do.” Rita (aged 28, drug trafficking, 5 years).

Despite all efforts to keep up-to-date with their children’s lives, the mothers’ 
narratives  reflect  feelings  of  guilt,  powerlessness  and  worry  about  the 
consequences of their confinement. They also express concern for transferring the 
responsibility of caring for their children to others.

“Even now, even now I feel angry. I feel sad inside. I feel bitter 
because I  didn’t  support  her,  because  I was arrested,  I  wasn’t 
around for my daughter. It had to be my parents who took care of 
her.” Margarida (aged 30, minor drug trafficking, 3 years and 3 
months).

In  the  Portuguese  context  the  guilt  of  inmate  mothers,  as  revealed  in  the 
majority of prison studies,23 is compounded by multiple absences in the children’s 
lives, since a growing number of families now have several members behind bars.24

As the  mother  is  socially  constructed  as  the  main person  responsible  for  a 
child’s  development25,  inmate  mothers,  even  if  separated  from  their  children, 
perceive all the negative events in the lives of their offspring as the result of their 
own  conduct.  Thus,  when  something  goes  wrong  in  their  children’s  lives,  the 
mothers conceptualise it as their own fault, even though it might be related to other 
factors that had not been taken into consideration and are typical of the reality in 
socially stigmatised areas. 26 This sense of failure as a mother ends up undermining 
parental authority.
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“The girl failed school this year. (…) She has nothing. Her father 
has already been in prison. Now I am, and my sister.  I won’t 
punish her because in the end it’s my fault.” Cláudia (aged 35, 
drug trafficking, 4 years and 8 months).

Nevertheless, despite feelings of failure, guilt, and disappointment, the women 
are not resigned to an incomplete maternal role. They strive to stay in touch with 
their children and to preserve their authority. ‘I’m always present. I'm just not there 
physically, but I do everything I can out here to help my daughter’ (Cláudia). The 
mothers use several strategies to preserve their role, such as  participating actively 
in their children's lives by helping them in school and punishing/ rewarding them, 
seeking out all the available information on their well-being (through the extended 
family and teachers), sending money to caregivers, and constantly negotiating their 
role in relation to the role played by caregivers. The latter strategy implies a very 
fragile balance between distance and attachment. On the one hand, mothers need to 
allow caregivers some autonomy to handle their children's lives, mainly to solve 
everyday issues. On the other hand, the mothers claim they must retain their role as 
the main person responsible for the children, despite the physical separation.

Thus,  mother-child  involvement  is  linked  to  constant  negotiations  with 
caregivers. It is not feasible for the mothers to maintain a relationship with their 
offspring without the consent and support of the caregivers, since they are the main 
intermediaries in the relationship between the mother and the children and, as we 
have seen, can act as gatekeepers if their relationship with the mother deteriorates.

The mothers who had lived with their children prior to their imprisonment plan 
to  reunite  with  them.  However,  there  is  a  need  to  realign  family  roles, 
responsibilities and the relationships that have been established between children 
and  caregivers  during  the  term  of  imprisonment  which  may  interfere  with  the 
rebuilding of the relationship.

4. Conclusion
Mothering from prison highlights the experience as one that is dynamic and 

constantly changing according to the contexts in which it unfolds. It  also shows 
how it is based on tensions and contradictions: on the one hand there is a discursive 
exaltation of motherhood, yet it is impossible to act on this, since the children are 
on the outside being cared for by others.

As  the  experience  of  motherhood  outside  prison  walls  is  heterogeneous,  it 
cannot  be  expected  to  be  homogeneous  within  the  prison  walls.  This  article 
explores motherhood in a prison context by highlighting how different mothers’ 
pathways, family histories, and pre-existing relationships shape their experiences 
during their time in prison.
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Two main scenarios were encountered, namely noncustodial mothers who had 

no contact with their children prior to their imprisonment, and mothers who had 
played an active role in their children’s lives before imprisonment. 

In both scenarios there are mothers who are unable to maintain involvement 
with their offspring. The caregivers are usually the actors who allow or restrict 
access  to  children,  unless  the  sons and  daughters  are  adults  and  decide  not  to 
continue a relationship with their mother. Thus, on the one hand, caregivers may be 
one of the most valuable resources for mothers, in fostering and facilitating contact 
and involvement in caring for their children. On the other hand, they may act as 
gatekeepers  and restrict  the mother’s access to her children, actually preventing 
them from maintaining a relationship with them. The defining factor in these two 
opposing scenarios  is  the quality of the relationship maintained with caregivers 
before and during imprisonment.

Despite the differences between the women, the mothers’ narratives showed a 
homogeneous exaltation of motherhood in a prison context. 27  The reproduction of 
these  gender  ideologies  amplifies  feelings  of  guilt  and  leads  to  compensation 
strategies  for  motherhood  (the  women  are  continuously  engaging  in  ways  to 
connect  with  their  children).  Furthermore,  this  ideology  promotes  the  "bad 
mothers"  myth,  without  considering  that  the  “good  mother”  ideology  is 
unattainable for  the majority of  women,  especially  those in  socially  vulnerable 
situations such as these women, both inside and outside the prison walls.
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27  See also See Cunha, and Granja, ‘Gender asymmetries, parenthood and confinement’, forthcoming. 
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