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Abstract

This study examined patterns, variations, and existensial turning points in young mothers' narratives of self and their visions of the future as part of a larger hermeneutic, longitudinal study.The study was philosophically based in the phenomenology of everyday practices as inherently meaningful, situated, and historically derived and drew on dialogical views of the self. The sample consisted of 13 (of the original 16) young mothers and family members who had been interviewed 4 years earlier. For the present study, data consisted of life history accounts of the intervening 4 years, stories of caregiving routines, and recent coping episodes of parenting elicited through in-depth interviews. Findings offer a situated understanding of young mothering and highlight meaningful distinctions in the ways young mothers experience the self and project themselves into the future. The discovery of patterns and variations in the young mother's sense of self and future have implications for guiding clinical practice and are preliminary to designing programs and interventions that are tailored to the practical understanding and situated possibilities of young mothers.


  The transition to parenthood introduces challenges and demands that can "outstrip existing resources, trigger new problems, or amplify preexisting vulnerabilities and inadequacies." [1] (p412) What is more often overlooked is how the demands and challenges of parenting may also create new ways of coping and contribute to new understandings of the self and one's place in the world. [2,3] Parenting, therefore, can be simultaneously stressful and meaningful and may herald emotional growth and changes in the self and in one's sense of future.

  In the social scientific and health literature, adolescent parenting is almost universally seen as a nonnormative life event that results in negative long-term consequences for mother and child. The view of adolescence as a stage that eventually culminates in career, marriage, and parenting (ideally in that order) belies the real world circumstances of many impoverished and working class teenagers who grow up in circumstances far removed from middle-class resources, choices, and opportunities. The normative perspective also overlooks how mothering is a rite of passage to adulthood for many low-income teens and may lead to positive feelings about the self and identity; [4-6] how the long-term consequences of mothering for teens have been exaggerated by short-term studies; [7] and finally, how impoverished African-American teens may actually enjoy certain health and social benefits the older mothers do not. [8-10] In fact, several authors highlight the contradictions between professional, scientific views, and the perspectives of young mothers and challenge the public policies and social order that make caregiving burdensome for younger and older mothers of all classes. [3,4,11,12]

  Mothering elaborates a sense of identity for women of varied ages and classes. However, for middle-class women whose identities and visions of the future are shaped by professional commitments and oftentimes by marriage, adulthood is achieved before becoming a mother while mothering provides the route to adulthood for those with fewer opportunities and resources to pursue education, careers, or marriage. Recent studies describe how mothering sometimes offers a new understanding of the self and a vision of more coherent lives for teens who become mothers. [4,13-15] Because these studies were cross-sectional, a longitudinal interpretive study was undertaken to explore how young mothers define and redefine the self over time and to discover the turning points and transitions in young mothers' notions of the self and their visions of the future. The goal of the study was to describe patterns and variations in young mothers' narratives of self and their visions of the future in the context of personal and family history and life events.

  The original and follow-up studies were based on the phenomenology of everyday practices [2,16-18] and drew on Taylor's [19-21] notion of a socially embedded identity formed through dialogue. The human person becomes a self not by monological reflection as does the Cartesian self but through socially embedded action. By participating in many social customs, the self appropriates the set of emotions, learns the embodied grasp of situations, and becomes fluent in the traditions, habits, skills, and shared understandings that are common to a family, a community, a nation, or an epoch. The dialogical view of identity differs from empirical-rational studies that desituate adolescent mothering by imposing normative ideals that differ substantially from the ways in which young mothers live and understand their lives.
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  METHOD

  The sample for the follow-up study consisted of 13 of the original 16 young mothers, 11 of the original 18 family members, and 3 male partners who had participated in the study conducted four years earlier. [14,15,22,23] Families were African American or non-Latina White and reflected diverse household structures and socioeconomic backgrounds. The mean age of mothers was 15.6 years when they gave birth to their first-born child, with a range from 15 to 18 years; at the time of this study, their mean age was 19.4 years and their first-born children were 4.6 years of age. Five of the 13 mothers had given birth to additional children. Five mothers were married, two to the father of the first child. One single mother was living with the father of the child; one was living with a male partner; four remained in or had returned to the parent's household; and two were living independently. Eight mothers had a high school diploma or an equivalent degree and five had obtained some vocational training.

  Data for this follow-up study consisted of detailed narratives elicited during three visits. Two visits with the young mother were made. Interviews of family routines, life history, and coping elicited narrative accounts of the difficulties and rewards of being a parent and changes that had occurred over the last 4 years. In a separate visit, grandparents described changes in their life circumstances and recounted rewarding and difficult situations in being a grandparent and parent.

  Interviews were tape recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed following the hermeneutic approach. [16] Hermeneutics involves a systematic, circular process that unfolds as the researcher's provisional understanding of human actions, lives, situations, or texts gains in depth from multiple readings and analysis. Detailed narratives of experiences, habits, relationships, and emotions are analyzed in ways that reveal how the person or family is engaged in and constituted by the situation. Analyses of themes, exemplars, and paradigm cases promote the back-and-forth movement between the parts and whole of the text and foster understanding of actions, lives, situations, and, in this study, the experiential worlds of young mothers. In-depth analysis of a whole case builds an account that can then be compared with other cases, not for the purpose of aggregating them to create a more general, abstract model, but to shed further light on other cases. [16,24,25] In this study, whole cases were first analyzed using interviews from the original and follow-up studies to examine shifts and continuities in participants' understandings of the self and sense of future. These cases were then compared and contrasted with other cases so that patterns and variations could be discerned. To control for biased interpretations and to provide clarification and validation, the second author read selected interviews and responded to the emerging analysis. Because the results described here built upon the analysis of the initial interviews, these findings are briefly reviewed below. [14,15,22,23]

  The meanings and patterns identified in the initial interviews captured the teenagers' reappraisal of the past, present, and future as defined by their year-long experience as mothers. Mothering was not described as a negative event that jeopardized future plans but, rather, engendered a sense of responsibility and supplied a social identity that was familiar and consistent with family and cultural meanings of becoming a woman. Every mother described efforts to become more responsible and a good parent to her child that in some cases transformed the mother's sense of identity and future. These teenagers began to experience a future by reorganizing their lives around the identity of mothering as they struggled to develop a responsive self. Those who had access to continued schooling, day-care for their children, and family support experienced a relatively smooth transition to become the mother they wanted to be. In contrast, mothering was particularly burdensome and precarious for those young mothers with conflicted, coercive relationships or for those families whose lives were surrounded by danger or extreme poverty. Their fragmented and conflicted stories of mothering accurately portrayed a fragmented and incoherent social world.
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  FINDINGS

  In the current study, young mothers' views of the self and the future were not ordered by ideal norms of the life course but were organized by meanings and practices available in their families and communities. Some mothers without fond memories or responsive habits from childhood had developed responsive habits over time that showed them to be engaged, active agents while others experienced the future as closed or full of dread and the self as passive and resigned. These and other distinctions are illustrated with two paradigm cases.
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  Tammy's story

  Tammy's story is particularly instructive in revealing how mothering can be a corrective experience that furthers developmental gains over time. Her early interviews provided a vivid example of creating a responsive caregiving tradition and developing new emotions and habits. [14] To briefly recapitulate, Tammy was raised by an alcoholic, divorced mother and began running away from home at age 12. She aborted her first pregnancy while living on the streets of Los Angeles, concerned for how her drug use might have damaged the fetus. A year later at age 15, she deliberately planned a second pregnancy "to become more responsible" but only after having abstained from drugs for 3 months "to be sure everything was out of my system." During the original study, Tammy's care of her then 1-year-old daughter, Joy, provided a defining identity and a new moral vision for how she should lead her life: she remained drug free and began to evaluate her friends and her own actions for how they measured up to her notions of being responsible and a good mother. For example, Tammy had engaged in fist fights with peers from the age of 11, but after Joy's birth, fighting became problematic partly because "I'm supposed to be responsible" and because of the example it would set for her daughter. Her struggle to elaborate new emotional responses became clear in the following passage from an early interview when she described being upset with a peer:

  "I was in the mood to fight, but I'm not like that anymore, but it just kind of popped up. I mean, I am but I'm trying not to because it doesn't show that I have responsibility. I mean I know that I do, but to other people looking back on me and my child, it makes them think, "Well what kind of standards does she have?"

  At that time, Tammy also had difficulty imagining a future for her daughter that differed substantially from her adversarial way of being in the world. When asked, "How do you want your daughter to handle problems with people?", she responded, "I want her to talk them out, but if somebody's hitting her, then I want her to beat their ass. And if she doesn't, to go back for more. And if she's really scared of the person, then I'm going with her."

  Four years later, Tammy's interviews revealed new meanings and practices. She had learned over time to develop a self who was less defiant and separate and an alternative mood and style of relating that was less adversarial and more consistent with the mother she wanted to be. By the time of the follow up, her new skills required less effort and deliberation and reflected the responses of a self-in-relation. [26] The shift from a separatist to a more interdependent self is captured in the following excerpt in response to the question: "So are you still a fighter?"

  "No, I'm not. There's nothing really. . . I'm hot-headed. The only time that something gets a little tense. . . is when I'm on my period and I have to stop myself because I'll start to get a little teed off and tell [my husband], "You should have done this." And just wrack on him. . . . Just about nothing and I'll stop myself. And then I'll just go for a walk and I'll do anything, go for a drive and that helps. Last night we were sitting there watching TV and I started to get irritated and he knew I was getting irritated about something. And he calms me down more than me going for a walk or going for a ride because he knows by me not saying a word. . ., he knows that I'm getting tense. He knows it sometimes when I don't even know why. And he'll be so calm and he'll tell me, "I love you. Please talk to me. Please tell me what is going on. Tell me why you're feeling these feelings." And I go, "Oh my God." And I started crying and I said, "I love you guys so much but I'm going to go for a walk." And he goes, "OK," but we talked for a few minutes before I left and I felt better before I left."

  This shift was also apparent in her thinking and emotional reaction to a preschool situation where a child in her daughter's class was bullying another child:

  "T: I was just sitting there waiting for the teacher to pick up [the bully] and remove him from the situation and then talk to them both together or whatever. But no, she grabs his hand just as gentle as that and pulls it off of him and he's still doing it and tells him, "Use your words." He's physically harming another child and this stupid teacher is being so calm. Why doesn't she just pick him up to get him away from him so he's not hurting the other kid? If she did that and it would have been Joy, I would have went off. But Joy wasn't involved and I wanted to see how they would handle it. . . If I tell Joy not to hit somebody, which I do, she doesn't do it. If someone continues to harass her, I tell her to go to the teacher and if the teacher doesn't handle it, I tell her to give him it all, whack him, hit him as hard as she can . . . because that's bullshit."

  "Int: So has that happened?"

  "T: No, not yet. Plus she's a sensitive child and she just doesn't want to have to hit anybody. She just doesn't have to be that way."

  In contrast to her original interviews, Tammy informed her child that adults should be recruited to help children resolve their difficulties and that fighting is a last, rather than a first resort, when a child is bullied. This passage also demonstrated Tammy's recognition for Joy as a separate person with perhaps greater interpersonal resources and less need to be self-protective and defiant than Tammy experienced in her own growing up. Tammy's unfolding way of being in the world was also apparent in the kind of person she wants her child to become:

  "Just treating others with respect and being who she wants to be without putting herself on a pedestal as if she's better than everybody else. . . . Being happy and not violent or deceitful or mean or anything like that. . . And making sure that she does right to others."

  Her vision for her child is in fact cultivated by her own habits of responsiveness, as seen in the way she prepares Joy for the fact that she has accepted a job to increase the family's income:

  "Int: How did you talk about that [to Joy]?"

  "T: Just that I have a job, I go to work, I make money, and I do this for my family. Her father goes to work, he has a job that he likes to do, and he provides for us. And Joy has a job. She goes to school, she makes the beautiful pictures and we appreciate it so much. And that worked. She felt so happy that she's involved. . . so that we can be together and build our home. And I swear, the day that I said that to her, she went to school and the teachers never saw her work as hard. . . . She's always a good kid and everything but she made five different pictures with all these different things and brought them home. "Look what I did." And it was so wonderful because it gave her so much more confidence."

  "Int: Do you remember getting that from your mom as a child?"

  "T: No. Not very much."

  "Int: So how was that to create that on your own?"

  "T: It was weird at first. I kind of didn't know what to say to her to make her feel good. But what I would have wanted or what I would have needed is exactly what she needed. You know how before you say anything to anybody in any situation, you think about it and you kind of put it as, "Well how would I like it if it was just laid out like this? Well I'm working, this is the way things are. A lot of things are going to change and you're going to have to deal with it. Go with the flow." You don't approach a kid like that. . . . [Joy] would manage but [she would manage better] with the security and the love."

  Tammy relied on her moral imagination (and perhaps to some extent on her father's example) to create a style of parenting that differed from the way she was raised. As she said, ". . . for the most part I'm giving her what I didn't know." Without past experiences from childhood to guide her but being attentive to the personhood of Joy, she developed a new caregiving tradition, some aspects of which had become quite automatic while others required reflection and deliberation. When I asked how she had learned to be a parent, she replied:

  "T: That's hard because you can't learn from anyone . . . you've got to create all of it on your own. . . ."

  "Int: So what do you draw on to be the parent you want to be?"

  "T: Kind of going through any situation and every situation in my head before I . . ."

  "Int: Really? Every situation?"

  "T: Some things just come like that (clicks fingers) but if it's something serious, or something that might be emotional that's when I . . ."

  "Int: Give me an example when something is just like that (clicks fingers)."

  "T: Anything she does as far as giving her credit and giving her confidence. All of that comes natural. I'm talking like a situation to where somebody pushes her."

  Although Tammy's nonreflective embodied responses still must be thoughtfully overcome in some situations, her cumulative experience has fostered more responsive ways of being. Compared with the impulsive teenager of years ago, she demonstrates forethought in establishing routines to foster the kind of mother she wants to be and the family life she wants to create with her husband and child. This is particularly remarkable since in the year after Joy's birth, Tammy stood alone and defiant against a family and community at odds with her developing notion of the good. Four years later, her relationship with her mother and brother, who by this time were in recovery for drug or alcohol abuse, had improved dramatically and she was married to a 21-year-old who was much more responsive to her than earlier boyfriends.

  The compelling requirements of mothering and family life have led Tammy to develop interpersonal habits of trust, responsiveness, and interdependence that Whitbeck [27] refers to as the practices of "mutual realization." These new practices create a sense of engagement for Tammy. When I asked, "How has being a mother changed how you think about your life?" she replied: "There's always someone else to think about. It's not just what I want to do. Even if it's the littlest things, you got to think of Joy and I think of Joe and how they're going to react. And if they'd like it or whatever. If it's right. Always."

  Lest the reader assume from this passage that Tammy became self-effacing as a mother and wife and sacrificed her needs to the needs of others, we would argue that a larger good beyond the self first affirmed Tammy's sense of self and the future and strengthened her power to act in ways that transcend egoistic individualism or self-abnegation. Tammy speaks in a moral voice with a new sense of power that is not a power over others but a relational power that takes the self and the other into account. [28] In contrast to her earlier impetuousness and emotional lability, her stories reveal forethought based on what she hopes and imagines for her child and her self, and her moral voice is elaborated in the family routines she develops with her husband to nurture her child's sense of responsiveness and personhood. Her attentiveness to her child does not efface her self or the personhood of her child; rather, supporting her child's growing agency is intertwined with her own sense of self and responsibility, and brings new openness to receiving and giving care:

  "Int: What's it like to have support [from your husband and mother]?"

  "T: Well I've opened myself to accept it. Before I didn't care either way. Even though I knew I was doing the right things, I still didn't care if anybody appreciated it or gave me the credit or anything because I didn't need it from them, but still everybody needs it and I was too defensive."

  "Int: So what does it feel like now to be able to accept [support]."

  "T: It feels great and it's OK to hurt and it's OK to cry, it's OK not to use your fist. Before it wasn't, but now it is."

  Similar possibilities for the development of the self and identity over time were also evident among other mothers in the sample. In particular, two mothers who had abdicated care of their children to their parents within the first year of life had resumed mothering by the time of the follow-up study. For both, resuming care heightened their sense of the future and their responsibility for themselves and their children.
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  Tamika's story

  In the initial study, Tamika described herself as a "wild person" whose activities on the streets brought grave danger to herself and her infant; her story offered a cautionary tale of how a closed future precedes a first pregnancy during adolescence and is based on a context of impossibility. [22] Four years later, she was off the streets and withdrawn from the world, "breaking down all the couches and watching TV all day," as her grandmother observed. Tamika attributed her withdrawal from the streets to her second pregnancy and to the illness that was diagnosed after her first pregnancy. As a result of lupus, she developed high blood pressure and kidney disease, and the side effects of daily medications led to dramatic changes in her weight and appearance and to profound fatigue perhaps exacerbated by depression. Although she was no longer on the streets, her world remained dangerous, in large part due to her brother's drug use. Her brother repeatedly stole "anything he could get his hands on" and in one dramatic incident secretly "rented" Tamika's car to gang members to obtain quick cash. Two days later, the stolen car was impounded by police after two gang members were killed in it during a "shootout." Afraid that she and her children could be a target if she were to drive the car, she refused to have it returned. Tamika recounted this story with quiet resignation: "He's stole so much. It was just like another thing." When I replied:

  "Int: Oh, God. Could you talk a little bit about what it's like to be a parent when nothing's predictable?"

  "T: That's why I am moving, so I don't have to worry about nobody stealing anything, or not having to worry about are they going to come in here and kick this door in because of drugs or anything, you know, just anything. I want my kids to be safe."

  Because she had just secured an apartment two hours from the home where she lived with her large extended family, I asked, "Is that an area you'll feel safe?" And she replied, "Yeah, I'll just stay off to myself. I don't have any friends so I don't have to worry about anybody trying to run up in my house or police kicking it in."

  Gaining a measure of safety and stability required self-isolation that proved difficult due to the severity of Tamika's illness. In fact, 2 days after moving to her own apartment, she became seriously ill and returned to the extended family household for help in caring for herself and her children. At the time of the last interview, she continued to pay rent on her own apartment until the 6-month lease expired with some hope that she might return to a place of greater safety.

  By the second wave of interviews, a year-long relationship with a 29-year-old man whom she had met 2 weeks after the birth of her second daughter seemed to lend some stability to her life. She claimed that he was the person of greatest help to her in raising her two daughters. When I asked, "Are there any ways you feel he cares for you?" she replied, "Yeah, he does what I tell him to do, give me money and stuff." This stark response reflected Tamika's oppositional ways of relating to others-either by controlling and dominating or demanding obedience and submission. Tamika's situation offers a strong example of the circular web of coercive practices and relationships that Jack described as "compliant relatedness." [29] Long-established patterns of domination and submission evident in her social network provided little room for her to articulate and develop alternative practices and relationships, as seen in the following situation involving her 2-year-old daughter.

  "T: We've been trying to take her off [the bottle]. [But] every time we take the bottle from her, my mom gives the bottle back. [My boyfriend] said he's not going to try and break her no more because they just keep on giving it to her. [She goes on to recount the dentist's advice.]"

  "Int: So, that's a dilemma."

  "T: Mmm. So I just let her have it."

  "Int: How have you felt about this whole situation?"

  "T: It's going to mess her teeth up, but I'd rather let her have it than to have her holler, 'cause she hollers at the top of her lungs, "Bottle, bottle." So it's an everyday thing."

  Here, Tamika's dependence on the extended family curtailed the working out of alternative habits and responses and revealed the difficulty of transcending family traditions in the absence of support. Similarly, when I asked how satisfied Tamika was with the ways she disciplined her children, she replied, "It's OK," but then added:

  "Well, I saw Oprah [Winfrey's TV show], and Oprah said you're not supposed to whoop kids. You should tell them and don't whoop them. So me and [my boyfriend] tried that. For like 2 or 3 days and it did not seem to work with them. Just telling them to stop doing something. So it's a daily thing for them to get a whooping."

  Developing new forms of discipline is outside of Tamika's realm of experiential possibility. In this family, child discipline is primarily for the sake of obedience and is less geared to developing the child's responsiveness to others. For example, when Tamika's 2-year-old daughter is suspected of being ill because of her "constant hollering," Tamika sought medical care only after her mother demanded that she do so. When no medical explanation or intervention was offered, the family's efforts were not to comfort the child but to make her comply until Tamika's boyfriend suggested she was perhaps teething.

  "Int: When she was sick, what was your priority? You were sick too so what was your priority in that whole situation?"

  "T: Try to make her shut up. She just screamed at the top of her lungs. Just screamed. . . . So we were whooping her at first trying to make her shut her mouth. Then when [my boyfriend] came home, he said, "I think it may be her teeth." Sure enough it was her teeth. Once we put the Oragel, she didn't holler no more."

  As in all households, young children are socialized into community norms and taken-for-granted ways of being as they appropriate the embodied habits and emotions of the family's daily life. In this household, children are socialized into relationships of domination and submission as they sit on adult knees as infants and as they grow up in conversations and in interaction with family members. Just as Tamika was largely silenced during her own childhood as she submitted to her mother's demands, she likewise dominates her two children with threats of "whoopings." Her young daughters similarly learn how and when to submit or dominate, at times through "hollering and screaming" until the household gives in to their demands. In fact, Tamika claimed that the older children in the household disliked supervising her 4-year-old daughter because she was so unruly: "She's a smart mouth. She doesn't want to listen to them, so they don't like to be involved with her. She's like, 'You don't tell me what to do'."

  In contrast to young mothers who experienced mothering as corrective and transformative, Tamika's responses to future-oriented questions showed little meaningful projection into the future. When I asked if there is anything she hoped for tomorrow, she replied, "Not really."

  "Int: What about for like a year from now. Anything you hope for?"

  "T: To be stable in one place. With a car, hopefully."

  "Int: And what about 5 years from now?"

  "T: To have them both in school so I can have the day all to myself."

  "Int: And what about 10 years from now?"

  "T: Hope I'll be here."

  "Int: To be here. What do you mean?"

  "T: Hope I didn't die by then or something."

  Tamika's depiction of a foreshortened future is configured by the severity of her illness, the violence that surrounds her, and the micro and macro practices of domination and oppression in her social world. Mothering becomes a rite of passage to adulthood precisely because other meaningful alternatives are absent. In such grim circumstances, mothering does not empower but diminishes the self and contributes to feelings of powerlessness, frustration, and conflict. Tamika's drab vision of the future, where she merely awaits expected outcomes, is not created by an early birth but by a radically fractured world of poverty, illness, violence, and social exclusion.
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  DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

  The discourse on the timing of pregnancy gives authority to social scientists and professionals and extinguishes the background conditions that shape fertility practices. The prevailing view that an early pregnancy "risks the future," [30] "freezes" young women's development, and disregards how one's identity and projection into the future are socially embedded. The finding that mothering for some is a corrective experience that cultivates moral sensibilities that are more fully developed over time challenges this overly determined view. Detailed narratives from this study convey the situated nature of identities and how the self is socially embedded and developed in dialogue and interaction with others. [19-21] The self is not an insular, autonomous subject radically free of family and community ties but a social entity whose possibilities draw on the public context.

  These two paradigm cases offer particularly vivid examples of how a young woman's sense of self and future are validated or thwarted in ways that normalizing, decontextualized accounts of early mothering largely obscure. The first paradigm case uncovers how mothering can be transformative. Among the sample of young mothers, Tammy was not alone in claiming that mothering had "saved" her from a perilous past and uncertain future. Her story depicts the challenges involved in reinventing a more hopeful future without practices from the past to guide her but without the formidable constraints facing Tamika. The second paradigm case displays how perverse social circumstances make mothering extremely problematic. Like Tammy, Tamika imagined that mothering might introduce a better future but the constraints in her situation thwart her attempts to become the mother she wants to be. Although she is African American, her experience is by no means unique among disadvantaged mothers of other races and ethnic backgrounds. Nevertheless, her story highlights the fact that violence, substance abuse, poor health, inadequate schools, and lack of employment opportunities often coexist in impoverished neighborhoods and fall disproportionately on minority populations.

  Tammy shows how mothering introduces imperatives and connections that anchor and organize her life and create a future that is first imagined and then lived out in the care of her child. Her new future is not ordered by ideal norms or rational mastery of the life course, but by the world of mothering, which introduces new standards, priorities, obligations, and skills. Tammy and others for whom mothering is world-transforming experience a new ethical space and sense of possibility not previously available and hope for more coherent lives that are first developed and then sustained in their connections to their children.

  In contrast, Tamika's story reveals how oppressive and coercive situations and relationships place real limits on weaving a coherent life story that is open rather than closed. A sense of future is eclipsed when the mother's moral voice is dampened and her concerns and new sense of salience are invalidated. Like others in the sample who experienced little hope for the future, Tamika lives in a world that is largely unpredictable and beyond personal control or rational mastery. In such a world, mothering does not elaborate the mother's sense of significance, identity, and hope, or feelings of pleasure and competence.

  The narratives of Tammy and Tamika highlight how mothers require a stable social world with adequate resources and responsive relationships that support caregiving and family life. Their stories confirm how identity is situated, negotiated through dialogue, and particularly "vulnerable to the recognition given or withheld by significant others." [31] (p36) Dialogue with family members, in the present or from the distant past, shapes the mother's sense of self, future, and emerging responsiveness, [23,32] but identity is also shaped by professional views and public policies, particularly as the rhetoric of "babies raising babies" merges with and reinforces the larger political debate on welfare recipients as morally fallen dependents. [33,34] Public messages of failure and inferiority are harmful when they insinuate themselves into young mothers' self-appraisals and social welfare policies. The concern to not promote or sanction adolescent motherhood in social policy, although certainly legitimate, overlooks what this and other studies have called attention to: that mothering provides a rite of passage to adulthood and the hope of a better future particularly when other alternatives are foreclosed by poor neighborhoods, substandard schools, lack of quality health care, and meager or nonexistent employment opportunities. Impoverished teenagers know that delaying pregnancy will not substantially alter their lives and so "drift" into pregnancies that are most often unintended but welcomed by the time they give birth. On the other hand, middle-class teenagers who become pregnant are much more likely to choose abortion, since mothering would indeed alter their educational and career paths. Efforts to prevent teenage pregnancy must take account of these very different social realities. Particularly for impoverished teenaged girls, the conditions of social injustice and exclusion so deeply implicated in early mothering must be addressed by social and economic policies that seek to include the poor in the benefits and responsibilities of citizenship. [35] Such changes are unlikely to occur in the current political climate in which poor and minority mothers, and especially teenaged mothers, are scape-goated for the poverty that so often precedes their pregnancies. As a growing body of literature demonstrates, [8-10,12,36] it is not the young mother's age per se that results in poor outcomes for mother and child, but the socially toxic conditions associated with poverty that endanger mothering and childhood. Rather than focusing on the deficits and failures of young mothers, we must recognize how teenagers' decisions and actions make sense of the social worlds they inhabit and recommit to public policies that promote a sense of future.

  Programs serving young mothers are often guided by the notion that mothering practices can be socially reengineered and that mothers are material to be developed as totally rational beings. [3,14] Since mothering is viewed as an irrational "choice" for teenagers, regardless if it was planned or not, programs are designed to bolster teen parents' power to plan, problem solve, weight alternatives, and make choices about their future in order to become self-sufficient adults and good parents. This approach assumes a radically free self capable of choosing meanings, actions, values, and beliefs irrespective of human and material ties. Gaining rational mastery of one's life is to be achieved through instrumental control as young mothers are trained in self-mastery, self-esteem, and parenting techniques. But it is difficult to imagine how this approach would foster Tammy's or Tamika's development or parental competence, for redirecting their lives according to a rational blueprint necessarily omits the particular ends, obligations, or goods that are worth pursuing, and it is exactly these ends that give Tammy's life new meaning and purpose. Indeed, training in rationality and parenting techniques would make mothering more rather than less difficult because the approach overlooks and would therefore fail to support young mothers' situated possibilities. Moreover, social engineering interventions treat the mother in isolation and hold out the utopian promise that the mother can surmount the social conditions in which she is embedded by sheer will, motivation, or rational calculation. As Tamika's story of disciplining her child shows, parenting is not a set of techniques that she can apply in opposition to the mores and habits of her family and community.

  Strengthening new meanings, skills, and ways of being that young mothers discover in mothering requires practices of recognition that foster the mother's emerging moral voice and an ethics of citizenship that defines caregiving as an essential public good. [37,38] This approach relies on the recovery of narrative and a view of identity predicated on dialogue and membership. [19-21,31] People's actions, decisions, and aspirations are not freely chosen but are fundamentally shaped by social practices and relationships with others. Practices of recognition affirm the self and foster the mother's moral voice, which helps her to articulate to herself and to others her priorities, goals, accomplishments, and difficulties so that she may be better able to act on her concerns and to cope with challenges. Since practices of recognition rely on narrative and dialogue for engaging and getting to know the teenager, the resulting narratives simultaneously cultivate the moral imagination of adults who work with her.

  In recovering the voices and stories of young mothers over time, we hope to enlarge our civic dialogue beyond a normalizing-technical paradigm of control to an ethic of responsiveness that values and supports caregiving. [3,37,38] Ultimately the practical question of how to prevent teenage pregnancy and promote young mothers' responsiveness and development are not technical issues but invoke ethical and political questions that ask each of us to consider the kinds of communities and civic life that sustain a good and meaningful life. Moving in that direction requires a revitalized dialogue and community building policies that foster hope, integrity, dignity, and citizenship. Then, and only then, we might be fitting companions and citizens who ". . . meet parents and children where they are, [who] listen to stories of their journey, and [who] accompany them on their way." [39] (p3)
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