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ABSTRACT
This study examines the narratives of 15 mothers who each have (or had) a child who is
medically, educationally and socio-culturally constituted as having a disability. This
research interrogates the mothers’ narratives to consider motherhood from the
discursive multiple position/ings of the society in which they live. The central research
questions are: What are the lived experiences of these women who have a child who
does not fit the dominant socio-cultural expectation of a 'normal' child? What subject
positions are available for these women? How do they position themselves and how are
they positioned in multiple discursive sites such as medicine and education?
By drawing on multiple methodological frames, the study explores the lived experiences
and meanings as these mothers (re)construct the discourse of motherhood. Qualitative
methods were used to design the research and gather data. Poststructural and feminist
perspectives are added to provide additional methods of data analysis. Poststructuralist
theorisings are considered new to the field of disability studies and hence provide an
opportunity to re-examine subjectivity, power/knowledge and agency in fresh ways, as
various mothers in this study reject, (re)construct and even rupture dominant nondisabled assumptions not only of disability, but also of motherhood.
The women’s narratives transverse multiple discursive sites but particular attention is
paid to medical and educational discourses and the complex interplay of relations of
power constituted with/in these sites. The outcome of analysis suggests many women
with a child with a disability actively take up the subject position of 'good mother' in
keeping with the dominant discourse and ideology of motherhood available in Western
society and (re)construct their lives as 'normal', while simultaneously encountering
societal and attitudinal barriers which continue to marginalise their child named with a
disability and by association, their families. Professionals can do much to dismantle
barriers encountered by these mothers and work collaboratively to ensure inclusive life
experiences are available. This thesis adds to the body of literature in disability studies
by adding new forms of analysis of the interaction between the lived experiences of
mothers and society, serving to challenge Western socio-cultural ways of ‘knowing’
about the intersection of motherhood and disability.
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