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ABSTRACT

Kugelberg, C. 1999, Perceiving Motherhood and Fatherhood. Swedish Working 
Parents with Young Children. Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, Uppsala Studies in 
Cultural Anthropology 26. 300 pp. Uppsala. ISBN 91-554-.

This book explores the way in which a group of parents of pre-school children construct 
the meaning of motherhood and fatherhood and cope with discourses that hold 
conflicting rules and value systems. Being a working parent today in Sweden entails 
moving between various domains. It involves integrating these domains, in order to 
create a reasonably satisfactory daily life for oneself and one’s family members.
Fieldwork at a multinational company, interviews with parents in two-earner families, 
and observations at a pre-school and at a child-health centre have been conducted over a 
period of two years. By combining interviews and observations at work and at home the 
author has explored the relationship between work and family life.
This study shows that in contemporary Sweden there is a regeneration of conventional 
concepts of motherhood and fatherhood while at the same time these concepts are under­
going a redefinition. The discourses at the investigated workplace predominantly regene­
rate the conventional concepts. At the workplace, motherhood is associated with ab­
senteeism and part-time work. Therefore, women encounter other expectations than 
men, which also gives them opportunities different from those of men. Modern par­
enting entails the work of co-ordinating and integrating clashing values, and this is 
reflected in both mothers’ and fathers’ stories. Cultural constructs from discourses at the 
workplace, the pre-school and the child-health centre exist parallel with each other. The 
informants’ jobs, together with their own wishes and efforts to care well for their 
children, govern the mothers’ and the fathers’ daily lives. Particularly mothers are found 
to develop a skill in balancing between the different domains with their conflicting 
demands.
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To Ellen, Clara and Alexander



Preface

This research has come out of the desire to understand the changing percep­
tions of motherhood and fatherhood. During my lifetime I have experienced 
considerable changes in the ways mothers and fathers conceptualise maternal 
and paternal work.

When my mother, in the mid-1940s, did her training to become a nurse, she 
wrote an essay about her future life. At that time she wrote that she looked 
forward to combining her career with having children. Her vision was a rather 
unique one, for her teachers and most of her fellow students believed that a 
mother should stay at home with her children and not be employed outside the 
home in order to support the family. Later, when I was one and a half years old, 
and my brother was three, my mother tried to return to her job. However, the 
resistance from my father, my grandparents and from my brother and I made her 
decide to leave her job and stay at home more or less during the next 18 years.

When I myself had my first child in the late 1970s, I took for granted that I 
should return to work after parental leave. I also believed that pre-school 
would be the best place for my children. So Ellen and later her siblings Clara 
and Alexander spent six hours a day at pre-school from an early age. The dif­
ferences between my mother and me in ways of coping with parenthood has 
intrigued me so much that I decided to explore the changing orientations of 
parenthood as my dissertation topic.

With these experiences and thoughts I conducted research in the begin­
ning of the 1980s on ways in which families with young children organised 
their daily lives. I was struck the great variation in ways of combining family 
and working life. Some of the mothers stayed at home while others worked 
almost full-time. Some children were cared for by their parents, while others 
went to pre-school or to a day-mother’s. Some families got plenty of support 
from grandparents while others managed without such help. These findings 
challenged me to explore the various cultural constructs that lie behind the mo­
tivation for parents’ choice of child care.

This book gives one story of Swedish working parents with young 
children, a story about mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of what it means to be 
a parent. There are other stories already written and others still to be written 
about working parents with young children. I can see one focusing on the 
concepts of love, cohabitation and marriage and investigating how spouses 
build up and develop their relationships in relation to parental work and em­
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ployment. Another may focus on the concept of the individual and explore the 
ways in which mothers and fathers constitute their identities as individuals with 
needs and desires other than those related to parenthood and working life. 
Quite another story would investigate what happens in families when the pres­
sure of the total work burden becomes too great. Each story would contribute 
to our knowledge of parenthood.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Being a working parent today in Sweden entails moving between various do­
mains, each with its specific activities, value systems and rules. It involves inte­
grating these domains, in order to create a reasonably satisfactory daily life for 
oneself and one’s family members. This book explores the way in which a 
group of parents of pre-school children creates meaning and copes with dis­
courses that hold conflicting rules and value systems. How is this done, when 
the individual parent must meet demands that are often contradictory and ex­
periences shortage of time? How do they construe the meanings of mothering 
and fathering? Do men and women conceive of mothering and fathering differ­
ently and do their narratives express gender differences? What cultural con­
structs are to be found in parents’ interpretations and explanations of par­
enting? These were the questions that interested me when I started this study 
of dual-income families. I wanted to find out how mothers and fathers interpret 
their situations and create meaning when balancing multiple roles and identities 
and trying to achieve competing purposes. I wanted to know how the mean­
ings of mothering and fathering were construed in daily life.

I have three main objectives. First, I want to give a description of the per­
ceptions of parenting of a small group of parents with pre-school children. Se­
condly, I want to present an interpretation of these perceptions in a historical 
and comparative perspective. I relate the situation today to the inherited, Swe­
dish, cultural notions of parenting and childhood. My third objective is to 
analyse the discourses taking place in different social contexts.

The mothers and fathers in this study were employed when I started the 
project in 1991. They lived in dual-income families and had at least one pre- 
school child. They were manual workers and lower salaried employees. Most of 
them had some connection with one particular multinational corporation, either 
by employment or by having a spouse who was employed by the same, local, 
food-production company. There were 300 employees and an equal number of 
men and women, manual workers and salaried employees. They lived in a 
medium-sized town in central Sweden or in nearby small communities. They 
combined parenthood and the responsibility for house and family with em­
ployment and child-care outside the home. Demands, rules and values devel­
oped in different social contexts affected the conditions in the household. 
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