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ABSTRACT

Though historically understudied, Child-to-Parent Violence and Abuse (CPVA) is now
recognised as a grave and complex social issue among policymakers, practitioners, and
academics within Global North countries (Simmons et al. 2018). While the overrepresentation
of mothers as victims of this phenomenon is duly observed in research (Fawzi et al. 2013;
Condry and Miles, 2014; Calvete et al. 2015), there is little empirical exploration on how
CPVA manifests within families of diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds. As the first in-
depth academic work to explore how CPVA is perceived, experienced and navigated by Black
mothers in England, this thesis addresses this gap by advancing an intersectional
disaggregation of parental experiences. It draws upon a mixed qualitative approach of
interviews, focus groups and victim questionnaires with 19 Black African and Caribbean
mothers and 26 professionals to provide insight into the multi-layered and complex nature of
Black maternal identity, its idealisations and inherent tensions. By foregrounding race and
ethnicity in the ‘social institution of motherhood’ (Rich, 1976), this thesis finds that CPVA
compounds with the social identities of Black mothers to frame their perception, experience

and navigation of the phenomenon.

Though the criminalisation of Black childhood and the pathologisation of Black motherhood
are considered separate issues, this thesis found that the participation of mother and child in
the shared struggle against systemic racism implicates the navigation of CPVA, as the
racialised systems inherent in schools, social care, mental health services, and the criminal
legal system affect Black maternal coping and help-seeking efforts. Theoretically and
conceptually, this thesis uses intersectionality and a Black epistemological reworking of
‘Stigma’ to explore the racialised undertones of maternal blame and stigmatisation (Tyler,
2018; 2022). It highlights how the intersecting gendered and racialised disadvantages marking
Black womanhood manifest through racial tropes like the ‘Strong Black Woman’ and the
‘Baby mama’, which not only perpetuate a myth of deficiency in Black motherhood but
contribute to the misidentification of CPVA and form barriers to formal and informal support
pathways. Through the adultification of Black children and their false labelling as ‘violent and
aggressive’ (Davis, 2022), Black mothers are placed in a quandary where they must balance

the tripartite role of ‘mother-victim-advocate’ as they navigate CPVA.
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ONE: INTRODUCING CHILD-TO-PARENT VIOLENCE AND
ABUSE

Compared to the more developed research on other forms of family violence, such as
intimate partner violence and child abuse, Child-to-Parent Violence and Abuse (CPVA)
remains highly stigmatised, under-researched, and misunderstood. Within existing studies,
the role of race and ethnicity in shaping parental experiences of CPVA is rarely considered.
While one older study suggested no significant difference in commission rates between
ethnic groups (Cornell and Gelles, 1982), contemporary studies suggest that White and
northern European youth are more likely to instigate harm towards their parents than youth
of other ethnic backgrounds (Lyons et al. 2015; Simmons et al. 2018:39; Walsh and Krienert,
2009). However, as these studies rely on police data, instead of reflecting the prevalence of
CPVA, they may reflect the reporting practices of White parents. As ethnic groups may be
less likely to engage with justice agencies, their representation within police data sets cannot
be upheld as an accurate account of prevalence. Although victim demographics are
increasingly gendered, with mothers being five times more likely to be assaulted than fathers
(Fawzi et al. 2013; Calvete et al. 2015; Condry and Miles, 2014; Edenborough et al. 2008),
there is limited academic engagement with how motherhood as an institution and maternal

identity may facilitate CPV A or frame coping strategies and the decision to seek help.

This thesis aims to contribute to scholarly understanding of CPVA by disaggregating Black
mothers’ experiences of victimisation. It advances that an intersectional examination of the
phenomenon is required in order to understand its impact on the self-concept of Black
mothers and investigate the barriers they face to disclosing their abuse experiences. By
centring Black maternal accounts, this study highlights the subtleties of the phenomenon,

and how its presentation can be shaped by family dynamics and individual identities relating



to gender, racial, class, religion and migration. For example, as I will show, the multi-layered
and complex nature of Black motherhood is such that the intersecting gendered and
racialised disadvantages that mark their daily lives may also impede victim identification,
e.g. racial tropes like ‘the strong Black woman’. Moreover, while the role of nurturer and
protector is a common experience in motherhood, regardless of race, ethnicity or class, for
Black women the realities of raising racialised children in Western societies largely
positions their ‘motherwork’ and ‘reproductive labour’ as an act of survival, empowerment,
advocacy and maternal activism (Hill-Collins, 1994; Elliot and Reid, 2019; Surrency, 2021).
Though the criminalisation of Black childhood and the pathologisation of Black motherhood
are often considered separate issues, this thesis shows that the participation of mother and
child in the shared struggles against systemic racism can implicate help-seeking following
CPVA. As Black children are routinely pathologised and labelled violent and aggressive
across various services (YMCA, 2020; Cooke and Halberstadt, 2021; Davis, 2022), it may
feel counterintuitive to Black mothers to disclose their abuse experiences (a theme explored

in chapter eight).

Research Rationale

The overarching aim of this study is to investigate how CPVA is defined, experienced, and
navigated by Black African and Caribbean mothers in England and Wales. The study is
exploratory in nature, being the first to empirically consider how the phenomenon intersects
with race and motherhood in the experiences of Black women. My doctoral research
developed from my participation in a rapid research project investigating the impact of the
Covid-19 lockdowns on CPVA (Condry et al. 2020; Miles et al. 2024). During our
knowledge exchange conversations with experts, it was highlighted that the role of

differential family structures was not sufficiently explored in research around this form of



violence. Little was known about how culture, ethnicity or race shape the manifestation of
CPVA or frame its navigation by parents. The questions emerging from these conversations
contributed to this present investigation of CPVA from a distinctively Black and maternal
perspective. This thesis investigates what can occur when a highly stigmatised form of
family violence is experienced by Black mothers, a population racialised and marginalised
in Western society. It aims to enhance our understanding of how parents with varying

cultural, racial and ethnic backgrounds experience and navigate family violence.

Research Questions

1) How is the experience of CPVA shaped by Black maternal identity and practice?

2) How is CPVA defined, understood and experienced by Black mothers?

3) How does CPVA intersect with Black motherhood to exacerbate narratives of
maternal guilt and mother-blame?

4) How do Black mothers experiencing CPVA seek help and support, and what

influences their decisions?

Terminology

Child-Parent Violence and Abuse (CPVA) encompasses a range of harmful behaviours
caused by children or adolescents within the home setting. Initially conceptualised as
‘Battered Parent Syndrome’ (Harbin and Madden, 1979), the phenomenon was located in
the field of clinical psychology where the focus was developing typologies of children who
used physical violence towards their parents. Research has since developed to consider other
forms of non-physical abuse including control and ‘emotional terrorism’ (Cottrell, 2001).
The scope of behaviours that constitute CPV A range from physical assault (Berezina, 1999;

Agnew and Huguley, 1989; Nock and Kazdin, 2002; McCloskey and Lichter, 2003) to



include property damage, financial, verbal and psychological abuse (Margolin and Baucom,
2014). Studies have found elements of coercive control specific to parent-child relations and
tactics of undermining parental authority by making false claims of abuse to services or the
police (Simmons et al. 2019: 1489; Gallagher, 2004; Holt, 2013; Cottrell, 2001 Selwyn and
Meakings, 2016). There are cases of a child practicing self-destructive behaviours including

self-harm as a means of controlling parental behaviour (Calvete et al, 2014).

There is a wide range of terminology used to describe when a child instigates violence and
abuse towards their parent. The phenomenon can be referred to as ‘parent abuse’ (Wilcox,
2012), ‘adolescent-to-parent violence’ (Condry and Miles, 2012; 2015), ‘child-to-parent
violence’ (Calvete et al. 2015; Cottrell and Monk, 2004), ‘mother abuse’ (Hunter et al. 2010;
Edenborough, 2008), ‘parental aggression or adolescent-initiated parent abuse’ (Hong et al.
2012). Accurately labelling and defining the phenomenon remains a challenge as a wide
range of different terms are used across academic literature and in practice. The varying
scope of terminology used to describe the phenomenon has contributed to the absence of a
universally recognised label or definition, and incidents are defined, measured, recorded,

and investigated in varied and inconsistent ways (O'Hara et al. 2017; Holt, 2012).

In this thesis, the combined term ‘Child-to-Parent Violence and Abuse’ is used for the
following reasons. By using both violence and abuse, I create a room within my enquiry to
consider a breadth of behaviours, ranging from physical and injurious acts of violence to
verbal, financial, and emotional abuse. Using both terms helps situate my work within the
broader field of domestic abuse thus enhancing its visibility (Wilcox, 2012). The word
‘parent’ is not limited to biological parents, but extend to any woman, who by virtue of her

caregiving role is placed in proximity with abuse and violence from a child. This includes

10



stepmothers, non-biological mothers and older women engaged in ‘grandmothering’. The
use of ‘child' is not strictly confined to age-based notions of individuals below 18, but rather
the relationship between the victim and perpetrator (Simmons et al. 2018: 32). Existing
research largely centres on adolescents aged 12 and 17 and does not sufficiently account for
abuse instigated by much younger children or those between 16 and 24 (Ibid, Holt and Shon,
2018). As my study concerns Black families, understanding ‘child’ as a relational rather than
numerical category is pertinent as young people within these households are likely to stay
with parents above age 18 and for longer than their White counterparts (Lei and South,
2016). Moreover, in 2020 an estimated 42% of young adults between 15 and 34 lived with
parents in the UK (ONS, 2021). This suggests that mothers who experience extended periods
of abuse from older children should not be excluded from future enquiry. This study will
consider violence and abuse caused by young people between 10 and 25 years, among other

selection criteria detailed in the methodology chapter (Chapter 4).

In this study the category of Black mothers includes any woman with caregiving
responsibilities who identifies as having African or Caribbean ancestral lineage. This
includes women who describe themselves as ‘Black British’, without choosing to specify
their ethnicity. As stated above, the title mother is not limited by biological connotations,
but extends to any woman placed in proximity with abuse and violence from a child by
virtue of her caregiving role. The term Black mother-victim applies to Black women with
lived experience of CPVA. There is much discussion around whether the label victim or
survivor should be used to describe individuals with abuse experiences (Mittal and Singh,
2018; O’Shea et al. 2024; Warner, 2024). It is also unlikely that mothers will describe or
perceive themselves to be ‘victims’ or ‘survivors’ of their child’s abusive conduct. With

these critiques duly noted, the term ‘mother-victim’ is used in this thesis for several reasons.

11



First, to emphasise the intertwining of victimhood and maternity in the experiences of
women affected by CPVA. Secondly, by using the term ‘victim’, this study acknowledges
the extensive harms that children can cause their mothers. It resists the tendency, particularly
among mothers to euphemistically dismiss CPVA as a child merely ‘misbehaving’ and deny
the harms caused. Finally, on a pragmatic approach, because this study engages Black
mothers (who are not victims) in focus group discussion, using the term ‘mother-victim’

helps to easily distinguish their voices from mothers with lived experience.

Research Methods and Design

This study focused on interpreting and understanding the world from the view of Black
mothers who had experienced CPVA (Sparkes and Smith, 2014:10). Thus, using
methodologies that centred the narratives of Black mothers and positioned them as experts
of their own experiences and co-producers of knowledge was crucial. This thesis utilised a
mixed qualitative methodological approach, drawing upon focus groups, semi-structured
interviews, and an online qualitative survey to engage mothers and practitioners. By using
a three-pronged qualitative approach, data was gathered on the lived experience of Black
mothers to capture the ways their maternal identity, priorities, and practices compound with
existing racial and systemic barriers to frame their disclosure and helpseeking behaviours
following CPVA. Semi-structured interviews were arranged with Black mother-victims and
professionals with experience offering direct support to Black women affected by CPVA. A
victim questionnaire was created for Black mother-victims who wanted to anonymously

contribute to the study.

12



Focus groups were held with Black mothers (non-victims) for collective knowledge creation
around the realities, practices and priorities of mothering while Black in the UK. The project
gathered data from the following resources. Eight Black mother-victims participated
through combination of semi-structured interviews and anonymous survey responses.
Eleven Black mothers (non-victims) participated in two moderated focus group discussions.
Twenty-six practitioners with direct experience supporting Black mother-victims were
interviewed. Although in-person meetings were always offered, following the effects of the
Covid-19 pandemic, mothers and practitioners opted for interviews and focus groups to be
conducted remotely through video conferencing platforms such as Microsoft Teams and

Zoom. In the case of one mother, a telephone interview was requested and granted.

Thesis Overview

The thesis is structured as follows. In Chapter 2, I examine existing literature on CPVA, the
research origins of the phenomenon and the persistent challenges around terminology
among researchers, practitioners and parents. By highlighting the limitations of existing
research, particularly the insufficient focus on disaggregating parental experiences of the
phenomenon, I establish a foundation for this study. Moreover, as this thesis is centred on
Black maternal experiences of CPVA, I critically review the birth of maternal scholarship
and challenge the universality of motherhood as a social institution by illustrating how and

why Black mothering differs from Western feminist conceptualisations of maternity.

Chapter 3 introduces concepts and theories, grounded in Black feminist epistemologies of
motherhood, that will be used in analysing and interpreting the data emerging from this
study. It considers a Black epistemological reworking of stigma as a sociological concept as

essential to understanding the racialised undertones of maternal stigmatisation (Tyler, 2018;

13



2020). Here, racial tropes such as the ‘Baby Mama’, ‘Strong Black Woman’ and ‘Angry
Black woman’ are theorised as perpetuating a myth of deficiency in Black motherhood and
forming barriers to their access to formal and informal support following CPVA. A
justification is provided for why this study focuses on ‘Black’ motherhood despite the
manifold intra-ethnic differences, diverse regions, countries and islands encapsulated in the

African and Caribbean experience.

In Chapter 4, I outline the mixed qualitative approach used to conduct research on Black
maternal experiences of CPVA. A biography is provided of the eight Black mother-victims
who participated in this study to give some contextual insight into the background, social
realities and individual stories of the mothers. Though inherently incomplete, the
biographies are written to acknowledge the mothers’ personhood and aspects of their
identity that exist outside of their abuse experiences. This chapter justifies the
methodological decisions to utilise a victim questionnaire, semi-structured interviews and
focus group discussions. It also reflects on the impact of conducting sensitive research
during the COVID-19 pandemic, challenges with access, participant recruitment and the

importance of researcher reflexivity.

Chapters 5 to 8 present the empirical findings of my study. In Chapter 5, I outline six critical
concepts that offer insight into the cultural, racial and religious scripts (narratives and
expectations) that frame Black maternal identity and practice. It illustrates the intertwining
of Black mothering with the resistance of racism and the navigation of oppressive structures
in Euro-American nations. Acting as a foundation for subsequent chapters, Chapter 5
highlights the tensions that arise when the realities of Black mothering conflict with

idealised expectations. This includes the complicated and contradictory choices Black

14



women living in western societies are compelled to make, whether to teach their children to
assimilate dominant White cultures (in order to survive) or resist systems of racial

oppression and domination (Reynolds, 2005).

Leading on from this, Chapter 6 illustrates how the act of ‘mothering through CPVA’
subjects the Black maternal identity to a deconstructive process. Though commonalities may
be present in the type of abuse experienced by parents, there is little knowledge on how the
realities of race can differentiate maternal accounts of harm. This chapter considers the non-
physical assault Black mothers endure from their children, the weaponization of words,
cultural slurs and language to cause shock, humiliate, harm their self-esteem, and erase their
idealised role as disciplinarians. In addition to also considering the impact of physical abuse,
the chapter highlights the myriad ways CPVA affects the resources, earning power and
vocational experiences of Black women, undermining their role as matriarchal providers.
Finally, it examines how the significance of ‘homeplace’ is radically altered by CPVA.
Shifting from being a refuge from racism, Black women are subject to carceral-like

conditions in their own homes.

Chapter 7 explores the interrelated concepts of maternal guilt, mother-blame and self-blame.
It critiques Western notions of ‘good motherhood’ as being defined by intensive mothering
ideologies that herald a ‘child-centered’, ‘self-sacrificing’ and ‘all-absorbing’ maternal
practice (Arendell, 1999; Hays, 1996). It highlights how the practice of mother-blame is
underpinned by the myth of perfect motherhood, an idealised standard that leads to self-
blame once internalized by women (Toews et al. 2019; Jackson and Mannix, 2004). It argues
that Black motherhood is perceived as deficient because it deviates from intensive mothering

ideologies that are practiced by White, middle-class, married and unemployed mothers
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(Collins, 2021; Arendell, 1999; Hays, 1996). It highlights that the privatisation of Black
mothering occurs across six sites, where they are considered to practice a ‘failed
motherhood’ supposedly evidenced through the immorality that is CPVA.

Chapter 8 is the last to present my empirical findings. It explores the barriers and facilitators
to Black mothers accessing formal and informal support following CPVA. Three collective
coping strategies emerge from the data: (a) finding solidarity with ‘sisters-in-sorrow’ (b)
relying on Black community networks to find ‘othermothers’ and community fathers; and
(c) utilising transnational family connections. The chapter also considers spiritually-centred
coping practices as a formative part of the personal and cultural identity of minoritised
women (Thiara and Harrison, 2021; Femi-Ajao, 2018). Beyond the family and community
level, the chapter considers the formal support pathways available to Black mother-victims
across schools, health and social care services and justice institutions. It also identifies the
risks and challenges inherent in such levels of intervention. While Chapter 9 concludes this
thesis by compiling key findings from the study and evaluating them with consideration of
the overarching research questions of the thesis. It reflects on the contributions the study
makes to scholarship, proposes policy recommendations and identify avenues for future

research opportunities.
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TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

Child-to-Parent Violence and Abuse (CPVA) is a form of family violence known to intersect
fields that work with children and families, from education and health to youth justice,
domestic violence, and child protection. The phenomenon first emerged in American clinical
psychology studies in the late 1970s to 80s (Harbin and Madden, 1979; Straus et al. 1980;
Cornell and Gelles, 1982a;1982b). A landmark National Family Violence Survey conducted
in 1975 and replicated in 1985, portrayed a comprehensive picture of family violence among
US families. The former study engaged 2,143 families, and the latter a total of 3,520. Both
highlighted various forms of family violence including child abuse, sibling violence, child-
to-parent and parent-to-child violence (Straus et al. 1980). Harbin and Madden first
described the phenomenon as ‘parent battering’ (1979: 1288). The conceptualisations and
psychopathological explanations they offered for the phenomenon were based on their
clinical observations of parents being assaulted by adolescents, as opposed to scientific
research. Nonetheless, throughout the 80s, their concept of ‘parent battering’ was adopted
by other scholars and became a formative component of our understanding of CPVA

(Agnew and Huguley, 1989; Charles, 1986; Peek et al. 1985).

Compared to other forms of family violence, including intimate partner violence and child
abuse, the field of CPVA was long under-researched. Though historically understudied and
under-theorised, the phenomenon is now recognised as a grave and complex social issue
among policymakers, practitioners, and academics within Global North countries (Simmons
etal. 2018; Shankar, 2011; Wilcox, 2012; Hunter et al. 2010; Miles and Condry, 2015: 1076;
Holt, 2015: 490). A body of international scholarship has mostly developed since the 2010s

and onwards. In 2014, Condry and Miles pioneered the first UK-based study analysing cases
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of CPVA reported to the police. They found 1,892 reported cases of children aged between
13 and 19 using violence against a parent in a single force in one year (Condry and Miles,
2014). Their findings provided official documentation of incidents and were used by the
government in the following year to produce guidance for practitioners responding to CPVA

(Home Office, 2015).

In 2015 a European Union-funded action research project investigated good practice
responses to CPVA in England, Ireland, Sweden, Spain, and Bulgaria. Since then, group
programmes such as Non-Violent Resistance, Who’s in Charge?, Break4Change, and other
models are being used to support families in Britain, whilst specialist frontline services
(Respect, PEGS) have also been established. Despite these advancements, existing studies
are mainly exploratory in nature and due to small sample size, there are issues of validity
and reliability. Mapping the prevalence of CPV A nationally and globally has been hindered
for several reasons. There are disparities in the labels and definitions used by parents,
practitioners, politicians, and academics to describe the phenomenon (Holt, 2013; 2016;
Clarke, 2016; Baker and Bonnick, 2021). This is linked to challenges around conceptualising
this sub-type of family violence within legislative and policy frameworks (Miles and
Condry, 2015) and the subjectivities around how harms are perceived, measured and impact

families (Rutter, 2022: 6).

Though commonalities may be present in the type of abuse experienced by parents, there is
little knowledge on how the challenges and realities of race can differentiate maternal
accounts of harm. While attention is gradually being brought to the existence of CPVA
within non-traditional family structures such as adoptive families (Adoption legal Centre,

2020; Adoption UK, 2018), this is yet to be explored systematically. Nor has there been any
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empirical exploration of CPVA within families of diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds.
To deepen our understanding of the phenomenon, it is important to disaggregate data on
parental experiences. This requires factoring into empirical enquiry how social identities can
intersect and shape the experience of this phenomenon. Commissioned by the Domestic
Abuse Commissioner to undertake a literature review on CPVA, Victoria Baker and Helen
Bonnick highlighted a blind spot in existing research which fails to explore the ‘diversity of
experiences and perspectives of those impacted by parental abuse’ (2021: 66). Specifically,
they called for future research to examine how social identities including race and ethnicity,

may intersect to shape the presentation and experience of CPVA (Ibid).

This chapter opens by outlining parental perceptions of CPVA and how this can be guided
by sociocultural norms and constructions around normative child/adolescent behaviour. The
persistent challenges around terminology among researchers, practitioners and parents are
also considered. Next, the chapter overviews research on the sociodemographic factors
associated to the phenomenon including age, socioeconomic status, family structure
(female-headed households) and experiences of violence within families. The third section
explores gender and motherhood. It critically reviews literature on the gendered dynamics
of CPVA, drawing from feminist literature on the institution of motherhood and mother-
blaming discourses to explain why mothers are overrepresented as victims. Though
acknowledging the contributions of maternal literature, it advances that motherhood is not a
universal experience and gender powder dynamics are not the only structural force that
frame family relationships (Arendell, 2000). As this thesis concerns Black maternal
experiences of CPVA, there is the need to engage with how race, ethnicity and culture shape
their motherhood. Thus, the fourth section reviews the centrality of race in the maternal

identity and practices of Black women and how motherhood is reconceived within Black

19



communities through collective nurturing. It also highlights the realities and tensions
inherent in ‘mothering as a Black woman’ and the contradictory choices Black women make
around whether to teach their children to assimilate dominant White cultures or resist
systems of racial oppression (Reynolds, 2005; Higginbotham, 2000; Hill-Collins, 1994,

Charlton, 2014).

The fifth and final section reviews literature on the formal and informal support pathways
available to Black mothers affected by CPVA. The maternal role itself represents a ‘micro
and macro barrier’ to disclosing abuse experiences and seeking external support (Smith,
2020; Nguyen Phan, 2024:32). Mothers, regardless of racial identity, may struggle with the
impracticality of ‘divorcing from one’s child’ (Holt, 2012: 95) and the possible implications
of child abandonment should the relationship be severed following disclosure of CPVA
(Wilcox, 2012; Miles and Condry, 2015). There may be concerns around the devaluing of
their experiences by family and friends (Holt, 2011; Jackson and Mannix, 2004) and the
risks of mother-blaming discourses that are rife in services (Clarke et al. 2017; Nguyen Phan,
2024: 147). However, in addition to these existing concerns, Black mothers must also
navigate the racial inequality, discrimination and pathologisation of their children across
health, social care, education and justice services (Wallace and Joseph-Salisbury, 2022;
Davis, 2022; Lammy, 2017). Beyond formal support pathways, the section concludes by
reviewing literature on the collective and spiritually-centred coping strategies Black women
deploy to navigate life challenges and familial adversity. Inference will be drawn from this

literature on their possible navigation of CPVA.
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Parental Perceptions of CPVA

Victim perception of crime is known to have significant implications on their responses,
coping mechanisms, disclosure, and seeking support (Wilcox, 2012; 2015). However, few
studies have queried how parents define abuse and interrogate the distinctions between
everyday difficulties expected between parent and child and non-normative, abusive
behaviour. Sociocultural norms and expectations play a role in which conduct is deemed
good or bad (Ofoha et al. 2019: 455; Simmons et al. 2019). One study suggests that parental
perception of CPVA is guided by social and cultural constructions of normal adolescent
behaviour. In an article titled But All Kids Yell at Their Parents, Don’t They? Simmons et
al. (2019) observed that, due to accepted social norms in Australia about adolescence as a
problematic developmental period, mothers increased the threshold of what behaviours they
termed abusive. They trivialised and normalised otherwise dysfunctional behaviour by
referencing to what they understood as the cultural norm in their society. Despite feeling
unsafe within their homes, they expressed doubt as to whether there was any abuse to report
which hindered their ability to seek help. The study highlighted the role social expectations
and culture can have in framing parents' definition, and response to CPVA. It illustrates the
need for the phenomenon to be re-examined within various cross-cultural settings (Simmons
et al. 2019). At the time of writing, no such enquiry has explored the role of culture in
shaping Black maternal definitions of CPVA. However, as this is a growing field, with
almost all publications in the UK produced since 2010, this may contribute to the lack of

such studies.

21



What constitutes a ‘good’ and ‘well-behaved’ child will differ across the cultural context of
different countries and communities (McGuire et al. 2021; Rutter, 2022: 8). However, there
is consensus around praising children who comply with the instructions of adults (Cao et al.
2010), while those who resist are portrayed as deviant, particularly in Global South nations
where child-rearing can be practiced as an adult-centric enterprise structured to suit the
aspirations of elders (Olson et al. 2001; Ofoha et al. 2019: 455; Onwujuba et al. 2015:33).
Across African and Caribbean communities, values and rules around respecting elders are
sternly upheld, even to the extent that interrupting adult discussion or opposing their advice
is considered rude and disgracing the family (Ohuche, 1986; (Ogunnaike and Houser, 2002;
Okoli and Cree, 2012; Onwujuba et al. 2015). This high demand for respect may produce a
relatively low threshold of what behaviour constitutes ‘bad’ conduct. Social norms around
behaviour of children are not ‘randomised but part of a culturally organised system’ that has
evolved generationally to meet a family's environment (Ogbu, 1981: 419; Ofoha et al. 2019:
456). Even after migration, family customs and cultural expectations of behaviour travel
with parents, who intend to sustain these expected patterns of behaviour in host countries.
Notably, allegiance to cultural norms is stronger if parents migrated in late adolescence or

adulthood (Onwujuba et al. 2015: 42; Glick et al. 2012).

There is need for research to examine the role of culture and subjectivity around what
constitutes CPVA, particularly among parents who originate from Global South nations. It
raises questions about whether synchrony or dichotomy exists between the behaviours
widely accepted within the field as abusive and those held by mothers from diverse ethnic
backgrounds, who may have a relatively lower threshold for behaviours considered non-
normative and offensive. Understanding Black maternal experiences of CPVA will require

engaging with how they label and differentiate challenging conduct from that which is
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abusive or violent. This thesis will adopt the 'self-defined approach' advocated by Paterson
et al. (2002) and Wilcox (2012), where abuse is defined as any action that causes family
members to feel intimidated, controlled, or compelled to adjust their behaviour in
anticipation or accommodation of harm. Practitioners have called for parents to be
considered the experts of their own experiences and lead in labelling behaviours as abusive
in order to empower them towards disclosure, reporting, and seeking help (Family-Based
Solutions (n.d); Holt, 2012: 3; Bonnick and Griffiths, 2019). By taking this approach, I can
consider how Black mothers define CPV A and contextualise their child’s behaviour within

the milieu of cultural expectations that govern parent-child relations.

Demographic Factors

While a wide range of factors have been highlighted as potential causes of CPVA, there is
no consensus and research studies are often conflicting in this area. It is also beyond the
scope of this thesis to explore the causes of CPVA. However, it is worthwhile to draw from
existing knowledge on the relevant demographic factors associated to the phenomenon

where this literature can be used to interpret Black maternal experiences.

Family

The socioeconomic status of families and the onset of CPV A remains inconclusive, as data
on the explanatory power of class is often contradictory. Some scholars argue that
unemployment and poverty can exacerbate the frustration of youth at limited opportunities
which could manifest as aggression and resentment towards parents (Cottrell and Monk,
2004: 1087). Condry and Miles observed that while unemployment and low socioeconomic
status were a reality for some families, there were also parents affected by CPVA in their

study who were highly skilled and well-paid professionals (2014: 268). Other studies note
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the presence of extreme violence was increased in middle-class households (Cornell and

Gelles, 1982; Agnew and Huguely, 1989: 701; Pagani et al. 2004; Gallagher, 2004: 8).

Regarding family structure, clinical and youth justice studies indicate that young people
displaying CPVA are more likely to come from families affected by divorce and separation,
thus less likely to live with both biological parents (Kennedy et al. 2010; Routt and
Anderson, 2011; Pagani et al. 2003). Single mothers are largely represented in clinical and
justice samples and this may be because they are more likely to seek external assistance
following CPVA due to limited resources available to cope with their child’s behaviour
(Simmons et al. 2018: 40; Baker, 2021). According to the Crime Survey of England and
Wales, divorced, separated or solo parenting mothers are may have experienced intimate
partner violence (ONS, 2019). Thus, the prevalence of CPVA within female-headed
households may also be linked to previous exposure to intimate partner violence prior to

parental separation (Baker, 2021 :31).

CPVA has been associated to childhood adversities such as witnessing violence in the home,
whether in the form of corporal punishment or intimate partner violence caused by mother-
to-father or father-to-mother (Pagani et al. 2004; 2009; Stewart et al. 2017; Ibabe et al. 2009;
2013; Lyons et al. 2015; Sasaki et al. 2021; Holt, 2022; Brennan et al. 2022; Nowakowski-
Sims and Rowe, 2017; Nowakowski-Sims, 2019). Gallego et al. (2019) found that the
probability of CPVA was 71% higher in young people who had experienced victimisation
by their parents than non-victimised adolescents. Adverse childhood experiences and adult-
initiated violence like child abuse were significantly correlated to CPVA (Nam et al. 2022;
McRae et al. 2021; Gallego et al. 2019). These findings appear to have cross-cultural

application as studies have confirmed this correlation in Korean and Spanish populations
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alongside American samples (Calvete et al. 2015b; Nam et al. 2022; Margolin and Baucom,
2014). There is some indication that exposure to any form of violence, regardless of its
origin, is a leading determinant to the onset of CPVA (Orue et al. 2011) as these experiences

normalise violence as a form of conflict resolution (Carlson, 2000).

Age

High rates of physically aggressive behaviour have been found to increase in children from
6 months of age and decline at 2 years old (Lorber et al. 2019; Naerde et al. 2014). Though
CPVA can occur from as early as age five (Cottrell, 2001), a large proportion of existing
research centres on adolescents aged between 12 and 16 (Ibabe and Bentler, 2016; Strom et
al. 2014; Condry and Miles, 2014; Snyder and McCurley, 2008). In their longitudinal study
of CPVA among Spanish boys, Calvete et al. (2020) found that in a sample of 712 boys, the
peak age for the phenomenon was 13-15. CPVA occurs in early adolescence and though it
does not cease at 18, there is evidence of a gradual decline with age (Calvete et al. 2020;
Holt, 2013; Snyder and McCurley. 2008). Studies largely ignore abuse perpetrated by much
younger children and those between 16 and 24, despite evidence to suggest that patterns of
CPVA can change with age and with 10% of assaults caused by young adults towards

parents (Simmons et al 2018: 34; Snyder and McCurley, 2008; Walsh and Krienert, 2007).
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Gender and Motherhood

Gender of Victims and Children

Studies demonstrate that both male and female children use violence within the home (Holt,
2012; Ibabe and Bentler, 2016; Pagani et al. 2009; Calvete et al. 2015). However, there are
gendered elements of CPV A identifiable from research. Associations can be made between
gender and the type of abuse committed. Males are likely to use physical aggression (Cornell
and Gelles, 1982), while females resort to verbal and psychological abuse (Ilabaca Baeza
and Fiscella, 2021; Pagani et al. 2009; Calvete et al. 2015; Ibabe and Bentler, 2016; Agnew
and Huguely, 1989). In clinical and community samples, children using violence are
overwhelmingly male (Walsh and Krienert, 2009; Calvete et al. 2013; Cornell and Gelles,
1982; Ibabe and Jaureguizar, 2010; Ulman and Straus, 2003; Hong et al. 2012). The
gendered nature of CPVA is also pronounced in youth justice samples (Armstrong et al.
2018; Moulds et al. 2019; Moulds, 2019). Internationally, the percentage of male offender’s
ranges between 66% and 86% (Gallagher, 2004: 4; Harbin and Madden, 1979; Laurent and
Derry, 1999; Condry and Miles, 2014: 264). In one study, 87% of reported cases concerned

males using violence (Condry and Miles, 2014: 264-266).

In their systematic review of CPVA studies from 1957 to 2011, Aroca-Montolio et al. (2014)
found the phenomenon had a higher rate of female instigation than other forms of violence.
However, studies that rely on self-report surveys to measure interpersonal violence are
limited and depending on methodology and sampling, the gendered portrayal of
victimisation and abuse can be skewed (Holt, 2012b; Gallagher ,2008; Baker, 2021: 30). For
instance, studies that compare parent reports to those of their children found that daughters
over-reported their use of aggression while sons under-reported this behaviour (Boxer et al.

2009; Calvete et al. 2015; Baker, 2021: 30). There is a possibility parents easily identify
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male-instigated aggression while minimising the behaviour of their daughters (Pagani et al.
2003; Charles, 1986).

Victim demographics are also gendered, with mothers five times more likely to be assaulted
than fathers (Wilcox, 2012; Gallagher, 2004; Calvete et al. 2015; Pagani et al. 2003; Pagani
et al. 2004; Edenborough et al. 2008). In a sample of 150 adolescent outpatients, Fawzi et
al. (2013) found that the number of victimised mothers were four times the total number of
fathers. Condry and Miles (2014) recorded that 77.5% of victims were females, with son-
to-mother abuse accounting for 66.7% of all reported cases. Though there are studies which
suggest fathers are more likely to experience physical violence, while mothers encounter
more psychological and emotional harm (Jimenez-Gracia et al. 2020; Loinza et al. 2020;
Pagani et al. 2009). However, several others confirm that among children of all age groups,
violence was often directed towards mothers than fathers (Calvete et al. 2013; Ulman and
Straus, 2003; Rutter, 2022). As such CPVA has been considered a gendered phenomenon
(Condry and Miles, 2014) with feminist scholars arguing that it should come under broader

field of violence against women (Edenborough et al. 2008).

Critical Review of Feminist literature on Motherhood

Few studies have undertaken an empirical enquiry into how maternal identity frames and
facilitates victimhood caused by the person a woman birthed and is expected to nurture.
However, it is important to consider the wider social institution of motherhood (Rich, 1976)
and examine how the role, status, responsibility and burden of motherhood enables the
gendered dimension of CPVA. Following the rise of ‘mothering experts’ such as Bowlby
and Robertson (1953) disseminating theories around maternal instinct and attachment in the
1950s, an intellectual interest and theoretical body of scholarship formed around maternity.
Following the mainstream feminist movement of the 1970s, scholars in Euro-American

nations began challenging the widely accepted ‘naturalisation’ of motherhood as the
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biological and desired destiny of all women (Millet, 1970; Rich, 1977; 1996). They
challenged Victorian constructions of the ‘angel-wife-mother’ with her maternal body
presented a nurturing, life-giving and feminine, while society resisted the unclaimed body

of the ‘unmarried woman’ as sensual, immoral, and impure (Millet, 1970; Rich 1977; 1996).

This feminist awakening in Western nations meant that the long-held semantic relationship
between womanhood and motherhood and its centrality to the female identity was being
challenged (Oakley, 1979; Dinnerstein, 1976; 1999; Chodorow, 1979; Chodorow and
Contratto, 1982; Ruddick, 1982). Feminist maternal theorists argued that the emphasis
placed on the biological and reproductive function of mothering as proof of womanhood,
only served to advance the patriarchal capitalist aspirations of industrial societies which
relegated women to the private and domestic sphere while allowing men retain control of
resources in dominant public, and economic spheres (Oakley, 1979; Firestone, 1970; Millet,
1970; Rich, 1977). Their ideology presented motherhood as an ‘institution’ controlled and
perpetuated by men and premised on the division of public-private spheres, which
empowered the male-father to exist in public spheres reducing the female-mother to
domestication in private-spheres (Butler, 1993; Glenn, 1994; Rich, 1996; Richardson, 1993;

Gordon, 1990; Gittins, 1985).

Feminist Theorisations of CPVA

Feminist literature is useful to our understanding of why mothers are overrepresented as
victims of CPVA. Feminist scholars have shifted theorisations around the phenomenon
away from individualistic factors towards exploring societal pathways grounded in sexism
and gender inequality (Edenborough et al. 2008; Eckstein, 2004; Cottrell and Monk, 2004).
Considering feminist theorisations of gendered power relations within family and society

alongside maternal scholarship allows for an exploration of the structural influences that
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shape family dynamics and render mothers vulnerable to violence and abuse from their
children. When the governance of family life is underpinned by patriarchal notions that
assign mothers as domestic workers in perpetual service of other family members while
positioning fathers and sons as proxy rulers of the home, women can find themselves
oppressed by abuses of this power. This is evident in the transfer of abuse that can occur
when mothers who have experienced violence at the hand of male partners, begin to
encounter abuse from their sons following paternal absence from the home for reasons
relating to divorce, separation or abandonment (Eckstein, 2004; Daly and Nancarrow, 2010;
Cottrell and Monk, 2004). It may be that with the role of patriarch now vacant, the son can
now ‘step up into his fathers’ shoes’ to inherit this position and power by virtue of his

masculine ‘birth right” (Holt, 2021).

Cottrell and Monk suggest that through various social processes, male youth learn that the
control and domination of women, including their mothers, is acceptable (2004: 1082).
Young men assuming such position of power is validated on a societal level as they are
expected to take their socially ordained role as the natural leaders of the family and by
extension the rightful leaders of the world (Holt, 2021). It may be that their unchallenged
and socially-sanction positioning as rulers of the home, and by extension their mothers, can
disrupt the conventional parent-child power dynamic, and in some cases lead to mothers
experiencing CPVA. In instances where female children are abusive towards their mothers,
Cottrell and Monk argue this may be rooted in their perception of their mothers as
‘powerless’ and ‘weak’ (2004: 1082). As such they use CPVA in an attempt to remove

themselves from this passive image of femininity (Ibid).

Mother-blame and Self-blame
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Another contribution of feminist literature to our understanding of CPVA is in highlighting
the gendered nature of self-blame among parents and the mother-blaming discourses that
permeate society and services, discouraging mothers from disclosing abuse and seeking
help. Like all forms of family abuse, CPVA is shrouded in shame, secrecy and stigma
(Agnew and Huguley, 1989; Cottrell, 2001; Tew and Nixon, 2010; Holt and Retford ,2013;
Baker, 2021: 18). The fear of judgment can make it difficult to disclose abuse even to family
and friends (Condry et al. 2020) and parents can instinctively blame themselves for the
abusive behaviour (Cottrell and Monk 2004: 1089). Holt and Retford describe the ‘double
stigma’ caused by CPVA where parents are first stigmatised for parenting a child that
exhibits abusive behaviour and then for experiencing violence and abuse in their homes
(2013: 365). Parent blaming is predicated by ideologies of ‘paternal determinism’ which
hold parents as responsible for the behaviour, outcome and deviances of their children (Lee
et al. 2014; Eaton et al. 2016; 2019; Rutter, 2022). When a child’s behaviours fall outside
the margins of what is socially acceptable and expected, narratives around blaming parents
increase (Neophytou, 2004). According to Eaton et al. (2019) the ‘self-stigma’ parents

experience combines self-blame, self-shame and negative self-beliefs.

However, the attribution of self-blame among parents is highly gendered. While mother-
blaming followed many incidents of CPVA, some studies show that fathers were able to
resist feeling like a bad parent (Wilcox et al. 2015: 6; Ambert, 1999; Cottrell and Monk,
2004; Holt, 2009:345; Bowers, 2002; Geiger and Fischer, 2005). In the words of one mother,
her son became abusive because she was a pushover and did not wield enough discipline or
authority when he was younger (Holt, 2009: 352). It is, therefore, unsurprising that Wilcox
et al. found that services govern and intervene in family life through motherhood rather than

fatherhood (2015: 6). Women are categorised as ‘bad mothers’ and blamed for the
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deficiencies of their children (Ladd-Taylor and Umansky, 1997). There is also a long-
standing custom of holding women responsible for youth offending and anti-social
behaviour outside the home (Gelsthorpe, 1999: 230; Goldson and Jamieson, 2002; Burney
and Gelsthorpe, 2008; Condry and Miles, 2012: 248; Hunter et al. 2010: 400-7; Peck et al.
2023). Examining how society constructs ‘good mothers’ and penalises women for falling
short of this idealised standard is central to understanding maternal experiences of blame

and stigma following abuse or violence from their children.

In Western nations, a ‘good mother’ is defined by intensive mothering ideologies that herald
a maternal practice that is ‘child-centered’, ‘self-sacrificing’ and ‘all-absorbing’ (Arendell,
1999; Hays, 1996:8; Sutherland, 2010; Collins, 2021: 1; Li, 2022: 89). A commitment to
self-sacrificing for one’s children, to act protectively and provide for them is encouraged to
the extent of negatively impacting one’s own wellbeing and safety (Maher et al. 2021: 667;
Ladd-Taylor, 2004; Caporael, 1999; Stewart, 2021; Rutter, 2022: 10). According to
Ruddick, a woman’s adherence and compliance with intensive mothering practices are
policed through ‘the gaze of others’ (1989:11). The standard of ‘good mothering’ serves as
a tool of behavioural control for mothers, compelling them to invest their energies into
striving towards this idealised maternity (Rich, 2021; Stewart, 2021; Singh, 2017). This
hegemonic power of intensive mothering ideals perpetuates the privileges of the White,
middle-class experience as the foundation for normal child development and the standard
by which ‘all mothers’ are judged (Minnotte, 2023; Dow, 2019; Verduzco-Baker, 2017;
Henderson et al. 2016: 513; Phoenix and Woollett, 1991: 21; Christian, 1994; Nguyen Phan,
2024: 35). The ideology of earlier studies on intensive mothering focused more on class as
a mediator of experiences (Blum, 1999; Shome, 2011). Less theorised was how race and

other structural factors like citizenship, age and ability framed diverse mothering priorities

31



and in so doing the motherhood of Black women was pathologised (Glenn, 1994; Litt, 2000;

Hamilton, 2020; Minnotte, 2023).

As Black mothers are seen to practice outside the expectations of Western idealised intensive
mothering, their maternal experiences are rife with mother-blame. Chapter 3 will explore
the damaging, racialised tropes used to characterise their motherhood and exclude it from
White motherhood. These include the ‘baby mama’, the ‘strong black woman’ and ‘the
angry black matriarch’ (Elliot and Reid, 2016; McCormack, 2005). The chapter will detail
how the racialised, classed, and gendered-controlling images of Black women as neglectful,
emasculating and state-dependent create images of them as irresponsible and unfit to mother
(Rigueur, 2021; Tyler, 2022: 53-54; Elliott and Reid, 2019; Roberts, 1993). However, here
it is important to acknowledge that while feminist and maternal literature provides
perspective on why mothers may overrepresent as victims of CPV A and highlights gendered
dynamics of mother-blaming which can negatively affect help-seeking practices, this
literature alone yields limited insight into the practices, priorities and experiences of Black
mothers in Western nations and the factors shaping their relationships with their children.
Any review of gendered power dynamics that excludes race, ethnicity, class and religion,
fails to fully contextualise the complex lives of Black mothers, who are the subject inquiry

of this thesis.

Maternity is not a universal experience shared, enjoyed and endured equally by all women
(Arendell, 2000). Neither are gender power dynamics the only structural force that can shape
family relationships nor influence maternal-victim experiences of abuse in the home (Ibid).
Early feminist ideologisations and critiques of motherhood was a theoretical stance

premised on an essentialised view of ‘womanhood’ that was pan-ethnic, pan-class and not a
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product of historical and cultural context (Donath, 2015: 343). Being an off-shoot of
mainstream feminism, ‘foundational’ maternal theory and scholarship was limited in
making generalisations about male dominance towards al// women. It essentialised gender
relations, presenting all women as a single group, unaffected by ethnicity, race and class
(Reynolds, 2005; Mohanty, 1988: 65; Mohanty, 2003: 110; Ramazanoglu, 1986: 84). The
maternal experiences of Black African and Caribbean women are not solely shaped by their
gender, but by the cumulative and intersecting reality of their race, ethnicity, class, migratory
status and religion. To fulfil the research aims of this work, it is necessary to explore the
nuanced meanings Black women ascribe to their mothering practice and the ways that differs
to Western feminist conceptualisations of motherhood. The exploratory nature of this
enquiry requires contextualising the narratives shared by the mothers within the wider
trajectory of their past and present lives. This includes engaging with what it means to

mother a Black child, as a Black woman living in the West.

The Centrality of Race in Maternal Identity and Practice

Race in CPVA research

At present, the role of race and ethnicity in shaping parent experiences of CPVA is yet to be
considered within existing research. While an older study suggests no significant difference
in perpetration rates between ethnic groups (Cornell and Gelles, 1982), some contemporary
studies suggest that White and Northern European youth are more likely to instigate harm
towards their parents than youth of other ethnic backgrounds (Lyons et al. 2015; Simmons
etal. 2018:39; Agnew and Huguely, 1989; Cazenave and Straus, 1979; Charles, 1986; Walsh
and Krienert, 2009; Snyder and McCurley, 2008; Routt and Anderson, 2011; Hong et al.
2012). However, as these studies rely on police data, their findings may not duly reflect the

prevalence of the abuse but rather the reporting practices of some White parents. As ethnic
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groups are less likely to willingly engage with justice agencies due to long-standing mistrust
of police and authority (Sharp and Atherton, 2007; Sharp and Johnson, 2009) it is likely
their representation within police data sets cannot be upheld as an accurate account of
prevalence. Moreover, many incidents of CPVA are likely to go unreported for fear that

reporting to police or services will harm the family (Wilcox et al. 2015).

In this thesis, disaggregating parent experiences of CPVA requires engagement with the
multi-layered and complex nature of Black maternal identity and acknowledging the
gendered and racialised disadvantages that frame their livelihoods. By incorporating race
and ethnicity into our understanding of CPVA, our comprehension of discourses around
maternal guilt and mother-blame can be properly contextualised and our knowledge
deepened on how the social identity of parents’ can dictate their coping mechanisms and use
of support available. To this end, this thesis applies an intersectional lens to its exploration
of CPVA, attending to how intersecting gender, race, class, migration and religious identity
influence the decision-making processes of Black mothers and form barriers to seeking
formal and informal support. Though a universal definition of intersectionality does not
exist, a contention to be explored in Chapter 3, it is generally understood as the ability to
name social identities, as not mutually exclusive, but ‘multidimensional’, ‘interlocking’,
‘culminative’ and ‘reciprocal’ (Crenshaw, 1989; Crenshaw, 1991; Knapp, 2005; Nash,
2008; Hill-Collins, 2015). The concept was first coined in Kimberlé Crenshaw's seminal
critique of identity politics in how it homogenised the female experience of male perpetrated

violence by failing to acknowledge intragroup differences (1990: 1242).

When used as an analytical framework, ‘intersectionality’ enables research on Black female

and maternal experiences to embed considerations of race, gender, class, alongside cultural
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and sociohistorical factors into their discourses (Reynolds, 2005; Donath, 2015). For
example, the use of intersectionality within gender-based violence research has highlighted
the victimhood and survivorship of Black women (Hill-Collins, 2015) and exemplified how
social categories held by victims can shape their subjective experiences of violence and
determine their access to resources following the abuse (Knapp, 2005: 259). In this thesis,
intersectionality is used as an interpretative tool and analytical framework towards two
distinct purposes. Firstly, to understand how race, gender, class, migration and religion
intersect to shape how Black women ‘reconceive motherhood’ and how experiences of
racism frame how they nurture and socialise their children in ways that differ to White
women (Story, 2014; Hill-Collins, 1994; Reynolds, 2005; Rodriguez, 2016). Building from
this foundation, the second use of intersectionality will be to make sense of Black mothers’
accounts of abuse from their children, and to understand their disclosure, coping and

helpseeking decisions thereafter.

Reconceiving Motherhood in Black communities

Black families are culturally diverse and thus vary in child-rearing practices (Bernard and
Gupta, 2008; Peters, 1988; Hill-Collins, 1999). The intra-ethnic and group diversity amongst
Black women is important to acknowledge, though often going unrecognised (see Chapter
3). It is improbable to encompass every single Black woman’s experience and the meaning
they personally ascribe to motherhood, as conceptualisations will invariably differ by
culture, religion and country (Hill-Collins, 1990; Reynolds, 2020; Igwe, 2022). However,
there are threads of commonality interweaving various Black communities in their
perceptions of maternity. Collectivist cultural orientations play a significant role in family
life across Black communities (Gatwiri and Anderson, 2021: 158). While early feminist

scholars such as Ribbens (1994) conceptualised mothering as an ‘interacting relationship
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between self/mother, family and child’, intersectional mothering discourses reveal how
Black women construct their sense of self and experience their individuality in relation to
their community (Reynolds, 2005; de la Rey et al. 1997; Mama, 1995; Sudbury, 1998;

Lewis, 2000; Hill-Collins, 1994).

Findings from several studies suggest Black mothers deeply believe the Afrocentric mindset
that it takes a community to raise a child (Bryant et al. 2024; Reynolds, 2005; Goetz. 1993;
Black Ballad, 2021). As such they adopt mothering practices that extend beyond the private
realm of family by providing care and collective social responsibility to those whom they
are not legally or biologically connected (Reynolds, 2005; Reynolds, 1999a; Hill-Collins,
1994: 47; Barrow, 1996). Rather than be considered an individualistic endeavour, child-
rearing is a communal responsibility shared within the extended family network including
aunts, uncles and distant relatives (Ofoha et al. 2019; Onwujuba et al. 2015:33; Heaton and
Hirschl, 1999; Okpokiri, 2017). Extending beyond the realm of biological boundaries or
nuclear family constructions, Black women practice ‘non-traditional’ forms of motherhood.
A few of these mothering strategies will be outlined here. Shared mothering, also known as
‘other mothering’, is a practice adopted by low-income Black mothers to utilise multi-
generational kinship networks in the provision of childcare (Stack and Burton, 1993; Stack,
1974; Rochelle, 1997; Lara-Villanueva, 2018). This mothering practice occurs where
childless women or aunts, sisters, and grandmothers nurture children that are not their own
so as to assist Black mothers who want to pursue employment (James, 1993; Rodriguez,
2016: 68; Reynolds, 2005; Olwig, 1999; Dodgson, 1984). In Reynolds’ (2005) study of 40
Black British Caribbean families, she found the practice of ‘child shifting’ to be common.

This is where parents shifted parental responsibility for their children to extended family
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members and friends, either permanently or temporarily (Reynolds 2005: 38; Bauer and

Thompson, 2006).

Black African women are also found to practice shared mothering as response to maternal
economic migration (Hall and Posel, 2019). As such they engage in ‘transnational
mothering’ where their children remained in home countries as they migrate in search of
work opportunities (Hall and Posel, 2019; Madziva and Zontini, 2012; Reynolds, 2005;
Barrow, 2008). Community mothering concerns the self-appointed role Black women have
taken up to provide care through community projects and education programmes for Black
children and other community members (Hill-Collins, 1994; Reynolds, 2005). These include
organising Black Saturday schools, education programmes, mentoring schemes and social
support groups (Mirza, 1997; Reynolds, 2005; 2006). While ‘activist mothering’ is the
strategic involvement of Black mothers in social justice endeavours to improve the
environments in which they rear their children and fight against the racial discrimination
(Naples, 1992). For example, in her study on maternal activism in the UK, Cook found that
mothers involved in the Black-led movement ‘Mothers against violence’ were not only
‘driven by the desire to give back’ but to ‘safeguard their children, future citizens of the

community’ (2018; 2021: 362).

While Western feminist theorisations can position motherhood as an institution in service
of patriarchy, within Black communities in Africa, the Caribbean and the diaspora, there is
a long history of motherhood being revered. Hence why some African female scholars have
struggled to fully embrace maternal scholarship due to its associations with ‘radical versions
of western feminism’ (Gatwiri and McLaren, 2016: 267; Dosekun, 2007, Essof, 2001,

Nzegwu, 2012, Mekgwe, 2008). In various Black communities the ‘mother role’ is an
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important societal function and social identity that bestows dignity, power and privilege to
Black women (Emecheta, 1979; Madunagu, 2008; Akujobi, 2011; Oyewumi, 2003; Jenkins,
2005: 49). Particularly, for Black women in Western nations like the US and the UK the
‘core’ of mothering is power, survival and identity (Hill-Collins, 1994; Reynolds, 2005).
Through the concept of ‘motherwork’ Hill-Collins encapsulates the Black mothering
ideology that ‘individual survival, empowerment and identity requires group survival,
empowerment and identity’ (1994:199). Thus, the reproductive labour of Black women is

linked to the survival, identity and empowerment of their children and communities (Ibid).

Despite these positive conceptualisations, it is important not to idealise the construction of
motherhood and womanhood in Black communities, as motherhood can be experienced as
a complex and paradoxical institution (Jenkins, 2005: 47; Hill-Collins, 1990; McMahon,
1995). On one hand motherhood is where Black women can experience self-definition,
empowerment and become a voice and catalyst for social activism of their communities
(Jenkins, 2005: 47; Hill-Collins, 1990: 118). However, it can also be a burdensome
experience, exploitative and oppressive in the way to defines the worth of a woman by her
reproductive abilities. While in Western states, women are claiming autonomy as to whether
or not they choose to become mothers, and their identity as women remains unchallenged
irrespective of their decision. However, this is not the case in Black communities in Africa
and the diaspora. Due to social perceptions of children giving society its vitality, there are
social, cultural, and religious perceptions that womanhood is validated through child-rearing
and reproductive ability (Umeh, 1982: 39; Alameen-Shavers, 2019; Heaton and Hirschl,
1999; Devi, 2017: 38). The high value ascribed to marriage and maternity has been used to

denote the quality of a woman and is crucial to her standing in some Black African

38



communities (Olayiwola and Olowonmi, 2013: 143; Davies, 1986; Evwierhoma, 2007:

318).

Following the logic that attaining motherhood bestows power and privileges on women, the
reverse is also the case, where women without children are considered failed women, a non-
being’ (Wilson-Tagoe, 2017:18). These so-called ‘sterile women’ become caricatures, made
to endure the vexation of infertility and perceived to be the ‘dead end of human life’ (Mbiti,
1970; Ngcobo, 1988; 1999; Akujobi, 2011). This demonstrates a clear ‘privileging of
motherhood’ within Black communities which contrasts the ambivalence about motherhood
that can exist in Western nations (Oyewumi, 2003: 13). By understanding the glorification
and reverential symbolism of motherhood across various Black communities, we can
hypothesise that CPVA is not only experienced as a highly stigmatised phenomenon but a
cultural abomination within the moral and social standards of these communities. The reality
of having their maternal aspirations frustrated by their child’s abusive behaviours is a stark
contrast to the idealised standard on which motherhood is placed in their respective

communities.

Mothering as a Black woman

Racism, used as a form of governance in Western societies, constructs the ‘other’ (members
of ethnic groups) as deviant and abnormal, while the dominant group remains universal and
unquestioned (Hesse, 1997; Reynolds, 2005). By virtue of their racialised status as a cultural
group, Black communities are marked by subordination and oppression (Reynolds, 2005).
Experiences of deeply entrenched racism within healthcare systems have only reaffirmed a
culture of distrust among Black women and signify that the health, safety and wellbeing of
themselves and their children are not prioritised (Igwe, 2022). Even in the birthing of their

children, Black women encounter negative and fatal experiences within the healthcare
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system. Between the UK and US, they are four to five times more likely to die in childbirth
compared to their white counterparts and in a heightened moment of vulnerability have their
needs ignored (Knight et al. 2021; Howell, 2018; Oparah and Bonaparte, 2015). Following
birth, the mothering practices and abilities of Black women are questioned, vilified, and
viewed as dysfunctional through racist and exclusionary processes and systems (Reynolds,
2005; Glenn, 1994; Hill-Collins, 1994; Dove, 2002; Lara Villanueva, 2018; Charlton, 2014).
Through the use of racialised stereotypes, the maternal identity of Black women endures
symbolic attack. Chapter 3 engages a deeper discussion on the pathologised social
construction of the ‘bad’ black mother (Charlton, 2014) through racial tropes such as The

Baby Mama, The Strong Black Woman and The Angry Black Woman.

Black mothers are compelled to make complicated and contradictory choices as to whether
to teach their children to assimilate dominant White cultures (in order to survive) or resist
systems of racial oppression and domination (Reynolds, 2005; Higginbotham, 200; Hill-
Collins, 1994). Reynolds (2005) conducted a study exploring the identity and experience of
Black mothering among Caribbean heritage women in Britain. She found that a central
aspect of their motherhood was developing ‘coping strategies’ to respond to experiences of
racism in their own lives and assist their children in responding to racial discrimination. Four
main strategies were identified. 1) Psychological and Emotional Preparation: Black
mothers reared their children to expect racism but perceive it as a driving force to working
harder than their White counterparts to ensure they attained their goals. 2) Monitoring: By
closely observing their child’s education, Black mothers hoped to combat the racist practices
within school systems. 3) Celebrating Black diasporic Culture and Racial identity: Black
mothers worked to counter pathologised images of Black people and promote their child’s

positive self-concept and racial identity through the provision of books, toys, and clubs that
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celebrated Black history. 4) Policing their children’s activities in public spaces: Worried
about the visibility and scrutiny of ethnic groups in public spaces, Black mothers closely

monitored their children within the public domain.

Similar strategies were found in a qualitative study by Elliot and Aseltine (2012). Drawing
from 40 interviews with Black, Latina and White mothers, they found that race, gender and
class had significant bearings on the ‘protective carework’ of mothers, particularly those
raising young people in hostile environments. The protective carework of these mothers
involved three strategies. 1) Encouraging individual responsibility and making good choices
as a means of staying safe. 2) Monitoring their child’s activities and whereabouts as a
critical component of good parenting. 3) Limiting their presence in public spaces by keeping
children occupied with organised and extracurricular activities (Elliot and Aseltine, 2012).
Discussions on the realities of ‘parenting while black’ continue to develop across
scholarship and public discourse (Lewis-Oduntan, 2020; Okpokiri, 2021a; 2021b; Reynolds,
2005; 2006). Within the field of social work, Okpokiri’s study of first-generation Nigerian
parents and child welfare in Britain, revealed the racialised experiences Black parents
encounter within major service institutions including education, immigration and child

welfare (Okpokiri, 2017; 2021).

Several parents reported their a fear of being penalised due to the cultural differences in
parenting and 20 out of 25 parents recommended sending their children back home if their
behaviour became ‘unmanageable’ (Okpokiri, 2017: 53). Not only did parents fear engaging
with services, but they felt compelled to construct alternative methods to resolving the issues
in their family and the behavioural concerns of their children (Okpokiri, 2021). Though few

parents chose to ‘fight’ by challenging their racialised experiences in UK services, the
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majority of Nigerian parents in her study said they would choose the ‘flight’ option. This
included utilising ‘transpositional’ parenting strategies by sending their children to their
native countries to be raised within extended family networks (Ibid, 437, 441). The study
suggests that the fear of being penalised for cultural differences in parenting could become
a barrier to disclosure and seeking help following CPVA. In Chapter 8, I will explore
strategies used by Black mothers to resolve CPVA in ways that reduce possibility of

exposure and limit involvement of state agencies, law enforcement or support services.

Informal and Formal Support following CPVA

Victims of intimate partner violence are often encouraged to separate themselves from the
source of abuse, however the decision to leave abusive situations does not easily apply to
CPVA (Spangler and Brandl, 2007; Harbison, 2008). The impracticality of ‘divorcing from
one’s child’ (Holt 2012: 95) and the implications of child abandonment should the
relationship be severed are also major concerns for mothers (Wilcox 2012; Miles and
Condry, 2015). Thus, the maternal role itself represents a ‘micro and macro barrier’ to
mothers disclosing their abuse and seeking external support (Smith, 2020; Nguyen,
2024:32). Studies examining how parents seek support following CPVA reveal the
interpersonal and institutional challenges they can encounter. Following disclosure to
family and friends, some parents encountered a devaluing of their abuse experiences (Holt,
2011), were dismissed, met with disbelief (Edenborough et al. 2008) or exposed to
community attitudes that blamed mothers for the behaviour of their children (Jackson and
Mannix, 2004; Hastie, 1998).

Another reason it may be difficult for Black mothers to articulate CPVA even within their

social and collective networks is linked to cultural expectations around authoritative
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parenting. Within Black communities, some parents may rely on physical chastisement to
control and challenge children's undesirable behaviour (Ofoha et al. 2019: 456). Several
studies illustrate that these communities can have a negative perception of parents who fail
to assert their authority by using physical methods of punishment (Ibid; Ajayi, 2013;
Halpenny et al. 2010). When CPVA occurs and normative power dynamics shift in the
family, Black mothers may feel humiliated by their predicament as their victimisation
contradicts cultural expectations of authoritative maternity. Seeking help from informal
support networks may be hindered by fear of judgment, being misunderstood or blamed.
Black mothers who experience CPVA are not only at risk of being stigmatised when they
engage in formal support pathways through services but may also navigate feelings of shame

following disclosure within their racial, cultural and religious communities.

Parents have also pursued avenues of support through General Practitioners (GPs), Children
and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), Education Services, Youth Offending
Services and the Police (Nguyen Phan, 2024: 148; Clarke et al. 2017: 1427). Institutional
responses towards disclosures of CPV A have been considered inadequate and rife with the
minimisation of incidents and mother-blaming discourses (Nguyen Phan, 2024: 147; Holt,
2013; Clarke et al. 2017: 1427; Paterson et al. 2002). Nguyen Phan’s (2024) doctoral
research explored the experiences of eleven mothers abused by their adult children in
England and Wales. Mothers in her study reported receiving insufficient support from GP’s
who either dismissed their claims or instructed them to ‘report to the police’, only for the
police to minimise their experiences, fail to take action or dismiss their case as ‘a family

parenting issue’ (Nguyen Phan, 2024:148).
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The mis-categorisation of CPVA as an issue of parental (in)capacity perpetuates gendered
narratives around ‘good’ mothering and mother-blaming discourses which present mother
as enablers of their child’s abusive behaviours (Nguyen Phan, 2024: 150; Paterson et al.
2002). Institutional dismissal of CPVA as a ‘personal issue’ rather than a social problem
also contributes to the propagation of ‘generic’ parenting programmes as an appropriate
resolution to parental experiences of harm, despite the argued impropriety and
ineffectiveness of such approaches (Wilcox and Pooley, 2015; Bonnick, 2019; Holt and
Lewis, 2021). These practices perpetuate fear about being blamed for their child’s behaviour

and prevent mothers from disclosing their accounts of harm (Hunter et al. 2010).

Research suggests that due to the unique mother-child relationship, victims maintain a sense
of legal, moral and parental responsibility for the child displaying abusive behaviour (Holt,
2012; Clarke et al. 2017; Miles and Condry, 2015). The maternal obligation to nurture and
protect children who cause harm profoundly complicate disclosure and help-seeking
following CPVA. Nguyen Phan (2024) found that maternal narratives of filial violence were
shaped by the interconnectedness of the mother-child relationship. Her study suggests that
the enduring maternal commitment to care framed the mother’s ‘justice goals’ and their
helpseeking efforts (Nguyen Phan, 2024: 210). When engaging with services, mothers
wanted professionals to acknowledge attend to the ‘continuity and interconnectedness’ that
existed between themselves and their children (Ibid; Dillaway, 2006). Earlier studies also
reflected the desire of parents to access professional support to ‘repair their relationship with
their child’ (Clarke et al. 2017: 1427) or provide their children with adequate support
(Edenborough et al. 2008). As such, some scholars have argued for a holistic approach to
address family violence (Taylor et al. 2004) which requires supporting parents by working

with both parent and child (Gallagher, 2004b).
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As this study explores Black maternal experiences of CPVA, it is important to reflect on the
impact race and ethnicity may have on the decision to disclose abuse and seek help. Studies
reveal there is Black community-wide perception of health, social care, education and justice
services as being institutional propagators of racial inequality and discrimination against
Black children (Bledsoe et al. 2011; Okpokiri, 2017; Bywaters et al. 2017; Lammy, 2017;
Essien and Wood, 2021; Wallace and Joseph-Salisbury, 2022; Davis, 2022). Black children
are systematically pathologised as they navigate through education, health, social care and
justice services (Wallace and Joseph, 2022). For Black women, the maternal proclivity to
protect their child by refusing to disclose CPVA may also be grounded in an awareness of

the racialisation and discrimination that can occur when Black families engage with services.

Ableism and Racism in Education and Mental Health Services

Clinical studies explore the role of pathology, mental health disorders, learning disabilities,
and other ontogenetic factors in the commission of CPVA. The phenomenon has been linked
to experiences of depression (Laurent and Derry, 1999), borderline personality disorders
(Perera, 2006), oppositional symptoms (Nock and Kazdin, 2002), tourette’s syndrome (De
Lange and Olivier, 2004), schizophrenia (Charles, 1986) and substance abuse (Cottrell and
Monk, 2004). In one study, a review of referrals made to CAMHS highlighted the increasing
need for neurodevelopmental assessment and support following displays of aggressive
behaviour (Mitrofan et al. 2014). In another study, young people accessing forensic CAMHS
were found to be aggressive and likely to use weapons (San Kuay et al. 2016). Studies also
suggest that special education needs (SEN), autism and other neurodevelopmental disorders
can be prevalent in young people who instigate CPVA (Adams et al. 2021; Bronsard et al.
2011; Farmer and Aman, 2011). For example, Kanne and Mazurek (2011) examined the

prevalence and factors of aggression in 1,380 children and adolescents with autism spectrum
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disorders. They found that during the course of their study, 56% of autistic children aged 4-
17 displayed parent-directed aggression, while 68% instigated harmful action following the

research period.

Parents can have mixed responses to receiving a formal diagnosis of mental illness or
neurodiversity as factors underlying CPVA. Studies show that after mothers received such
diagnoses, they reduced self-blame and increased empathy which strengthened their resolve
to advocate for their child’s access to professional treatment (Holt, 2012: Edenborough et
al. 2008; Stewart et al. 2007). Contrastingly, when explanations for the abuse were rooted
in the child's personality rather than diagnosis, there was increased likelihood that mothers
internalised blame which affected attempts to seek help (Stewart et al. 2007:188). As my
study applies an intersectional lens to the exploration of CPVA, it is important to consider
how differently Black mothers may feel towards their child’s mental health or
neurodivergence diagnosis as a underlying factor of abuse and the impact of such diagnosis

on their willingness to seek support.

Concerns around the pathologising of Black children through the diagnosis of SEN dates
back to British educational policy from the 1940s to 1970s, which disproportionately
categorised Black Caribbean pupils and those of other ethnic minority backgrounds as
‘educationally subnormal’ (Rampton, 1981; Mirza, 2009; Wallace and Joseph-Salisbury,
2022). The term populated by the Education Act 1944 was used to categorise children with
low academic attainment (Williams, 1965; The Underwood Report, 1955). Recent studies
indicate that little has changed in the experience of Black children in schools (Demie, 2019;
Wallace and Joseph-Salisbury, 2022; Warren et al. 2022; Ray, 2021). The connected
struggle of ableism and racism frame the negative encounters Black children and their
mothers experience, where labels of mental illness or even neurodiversity can be seen as

stigmatising and intersecting with other processes of discrimination.

46



For Black parents and their children, the relationship between the under-diagnosis and over-
diagnosis of SEN and neurodivergence remains challenging (Strand and Lindorff, 2021;
Skiba et al. 2008). According to Marsha Martin, the founder of Black SEN Mamas, the
under-training of teachers in cultural diversity and SEND allows for unconscious beliefs and
bias to inform the way they perceive and respond to the Black child’s behaviour within
learning institutions. Consequently, some parents within the Black community perceive
labels of mental illness, special education needs, or neurological differences as a justified
means of excluding Black children and lowering expectations of their future prospects
(Williams et al. 2017a; Bhopal, 2014). Receiving a diagnosis can be seen as likely to isolate
a Black child, leading to further problems rather than assistance. Acknowledging these
contentions is essential to understanding how Black mothers, who experience CPVA caused
by children affected by mental illness or special needs, may choose to navigate their abuse

and the increased likelihood they will engage in maternal advocacy despite being victims.

‘Adultification’ and Overrepresentation within Criminal Legal Systems

The appropriateness of the criminal legal system as a response to CPVA is much contested.
When a young person offends outside the home, parents contend with the 'moral dilemma'
of protecting the child by keeping silent or reporting to the police as a responsible citizen
(Holt, 2009: 351). There are examples of mothers who have reported their sons’ offending
outside the home. In 2008, Carol Saldinack reported her two sons for a violent attack against
a man in Norfolk which left him blind in one eye. Her decision to report was to ensure she
did not share in their guilt, and she was ‘praised’ by the police for being 'very brave' (BBC,
2008a). Also, in 2008, Wendy Hutchinson called the police after her teenage son disclosed
that he had killed a father of four while intoxicated outside a pub in Lancashire (BBC,

2008b). Nonetheless, one mother divulged paying a 'heavy price' for reporting, as her son
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began threatening her safety and life (BBC, 2008a). Both incidents refer to acts of violence

committed outside the home.

However, when CPVA occurs, there is evidence of a pressure to maintain secrecy, with
some mothers hiding their bruises and refusing to engage with the police officers to display
family loyalty (Cottrell and Monk, 2004: 1089). Sam Lewis and colleagues (2023)
conducted research in collaboration with two police forces in the North of England to
explore police responses to 4,281 cases of CPVA that occurred between January and
December 2018. They observed that despite parents and carers initiating reports, in many
cases no further action was taken as they later withdrew their support (Lewis et al. 2023:1).
The reasons police officers suggested for this behaviour was the fear of criminalising their
child (Ibid, 3). However, in another study, where filial violence occurred in the form of elder
abuse by adult sons and grandsons, Clarke et al. found that parents were willing to pursue
formal justice processes but were discouraged by professionals (2016: 216). They argue that
through ‘misplaced paternalism’ and ‘ageist serotyping’, statutory bodies and third sector
agencies assumed that engaging with legal system would be harmful to the wellbeing and

health of the older parent (Clarke et al. 2016: 216-217).

In cases where the person displaying abusive behaviours is a child or teenager, there is an
increased reluctance to seek help through legal processes. Scholars, practitioners, and
parents fear the increased criminalisation of children if incidents of CPVA are reported to
criminal legal authorities (Miles and Condry, 2015: 1085; Holt, 2009; Wilcox, 2012;
AFRUCA, 2020). When CPVA or other filial violence occurs, there is an inseparability of
victim, offender, community and moreover maternal caregiving can feel disjointed from the
adversarial criminal legal system which may advocate separation (Nguyen Phan, 2024: 210).
However, for some parents there is no other alternative. In Holt’s (2009) study, two mothers

reported their sons to the police for CPV A relating to criminal damage against their property.
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One mother reasoned, ‘this would calm him down for when he gets older... I don’t want
him growing up and ending in prison’ (Holt, 2009: 351). Their decision to report their
children were thought to be in their best interest, ultimately protecting them in the long term.
There is also some research to suggest that the support families affected by CPVA access
through Youth Offending Services helps to confidentially introduce parents to other families
from whom they can receive and offer empathetic support (Clarke et al. 2017: 1428).
Notwithstanding, in their critical reflections on the constitution of CPVA in England and
Wales, Holt and Lewis highlight the consequences of conflating the phenomenon with
domestic violence and through legal interventions and processes of criminalisation

producing a ‘child perpetrator’ and ‘adult victim’ (2021: 803).

While the fear of criminalising children by reporting CPVA can be experienced by all
parents and careers (Lewis et al. 2023: 3), considering the overrepresentation of Black youth
in the Criminal legal system (Lammy 2017), it is unlikely Black mothers will approach such
processes in the same manner as White mothers. The adultification of Black children across
legal, child welfare, mental health and education systems is important to consider here.
Adultification is a form of racial prejudice in which adultlike characteristics are ascribed to
Black children (Epstein et al. 2017; Hood, 2023). By treating children of minority groups as
more ‘mature’ not only is their negative behaviour responded to more harshly, they are
perceived as ‘street wise’ and ‘less innocent’ (NSPCC Learning 2022). Such service
attitudes and preconceived ideas about Black children can negatively influence safeguarding
responses and compromise the level of support and protection they receive (Davis, 2022;

NSPCC Learning, 2022).

Within the criminal legal system, the Lammy review (2017) highlighted various disparities
in the treatment and outcomes of Black, Asian and Minority ethnic individuals. From over

policing and harsher sentencing decisions to the overrepresentation of BAME groups in
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prison populations, a plethora studies observe racial discrimination throughout criminal
legal processes (Veiga et al. 2023; Issac, 2020; Phillips and Bowling, 2017). It is therefore
unsurprising that Black people question whether their human rights are as protected as their
White counterparts (House of Commons, House of Lords, Joint Committee on Human
Rights, 2020) and experience a growing distrust of the legal system (Lammy review, 2017:
6). In light of these troubling realities, Black mothers may avoid using formal support

pathways through services.

Matriarchal Martyrdom: A Culture of Silence and Self-sacrifice

The process of seeking support following any form of abuse is complex and shaped by
factors relating to the social, cultural, familial and economic positioning of an individual
(Liang et al. 2005). A victim’s ability to access justice, safety and support will compound
with existing structures of discrimination and oppression (Nguyen Phan, 2024: 31; Hill-
Collins, 1991). By factoring the intersecting racial and gendered identity of Black mothers
into this study’s exploration of CPVA, the aim is to increase the likelihood of identifying
additional barriers to disclosure and accessing support. In the UK, Black and Minority
Ethnic (BME) women are disproportionately affected by domestic homicide (Siddiqui,
2018; Sisters for Change, 2019). However, the legacy of racism between marginalised
groups and statutory justice agents, the hyper-surveillance of minority communities and
their subsequent overrepresentation in the UK justice system has informed a reluctance
within Black crime victims to report their victimisation (MacPherson, 1999; Bowling and
Phillips, 2002; Phillips and Bowling, 2003; Murphy, 2013; Lammy, 2017).

The 'heightened visibility' of Black women (Burman, 2004: 33) render them vulnerable to
state intervention within their home, as the surveillance of family life occurs at intersections
of gender, race, ethnicity, and class (Dorkenoo, 1994; Holt, 2012; BBC, 2015a; Wilcox,

2015). As custodians of their homes, Black women carry an unspoken moral obligation to
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shield domestic spaces from wider British society (Parmar, 2014). Studies suggest that when
violence occurs within the home, Black and ethnic women are subject to a cultural code of
silence that imposes a duty to not only protect their families but indirectly their abusers
(Burman et al. 2004; Gangoli et al. 2018). The culture of silence is particularly salient around

disclosures to the police and legal agents.

Ngozi Fulani, founder of Sistah Space - a UK domestic abuse service for women of African
heritage, shared in a BBC interview that within the Rastafarian community in East London,
it is considered ‘dishonour’ for women to go to 'Babylon' (police) to report their partner as
this 1s a system perceived to be destroying the community (Summers, 2020). Some ethnic
groups encourage the practice of suffering silently and herald self-sacrifice as a virtue
following domestic abuse (Dutton et al. 2000; Ayyub, 2000; Chow, 1992; Morash et al.
2000). Gleaning from this literature, it can be thought that despite their experiences of
CPVA, it may remain a priority for Black mothers to limit state intervention within their
homes and avoid feeling that they contribute to the racialisation and stigmatisation of Black
children and men. In Chapter 6, I consider how, under the prescriptions of racial and cultural
loyalty, the homeplace takes the form of an ad-hoc carceral institution, where some Black
women surrender to ‘matriarchal martyrdom’ in exchange for maintaining equilibrium

within family, community and race.

Coping strategies and Informal Support

The use of formal support services and legal processes as a response to family violence is
not often pursued by Black women for reasons reviewed above. However, there is research

insight into the coping strategies they deploy to navigate life challenges and moments of
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familial adversity including preterm birth, intimate partner violence, sexual assault or
community violence (Jenkins, 2002; Long and Ullman, 2013; Parnell et al. 2022; Zakama
et al. 2024). ‘Coping’ encapsulates individual efforts, behaviours and thought processes
deployed to manage, resolve or alleviate stressful situations (Lazarus and Folkman, 1987;
Greer, 2011; Algorani and Gupta, 2023). However, Utsey et al. (2000) held that existing
measures of coping were grounded in an ‘ethnocentric European worldview’ where
conceptualisations of stress failed to consider the distinctive life situations and histories of
Black Americans and ignored the ‘culture-specific coping strategies’ of diverse populations
(Utsey et al. 2000: 195). To redress this empirical gap, Utsey et al. (2000) developed the
Africultural Coping Systems Inventory (ACSI) to measure the 30-item ‘culture-specific’
coping responses of Black Americans to race-related stress. The ACSI produced a four-
factor model which entailed: collective coping, spiritual-centred coping, ritual-centred
coping and cognitive/emotional debriefing (Ibid: 194). Since its formation, the ACSI has
been validated through psychometric findings as a consistent response to stressors within
African American, Caribbean and African populations (Utsey et al. 2000; 2004; Watson-

singleton et al. 2020).

Multiple studies also suggest that for Black women, spiritually-centered coping and
collective coping are most prominent (Mattis, 2002; Greer, 2011; Liao et al. 2020; Jones et
al. 2021; Davis and McClain, 2023; Zakama et al. 2024). This can be linked to spiritual
practices forming a crucial part of the personal and cultural identity of minoritised women
(Thiara and Harrison, 2021; Femi-Ajao, 2018). Black women have been found to rely on
religion, faith and spirituality to cope with and navigate life adversities such as race-related
oppression, sexism, the stress of single parenting, physical and psychological illness,

intimate partner violence and other challenging family dynamics (Dodson and Townsend-
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Gikes, 1986; Utsey et al. 2000; Brodsky, 2000; McAdoo, 1995; Mattis, 2002; Braxton et al.
2007; Greer, 2011; Shorter-Gooden, 2004; Edge, 2013; Harris, 2019; Watson-Singleton et
al. 2020; Oyewuwo, 2020; Ned et al. 2022; Kent et al. 2023; Karaba, 2024). Alongside
individualised spiritual practices like rituals, prayers and meditations, Black mothers may
also prioritise informal support grounded in ‘Afrocentric’ values that emphasise seeking
guidance from elders and community leaders (Greer, 2011; Mattis, 2002; Abrums, 2004;
Utsey et al. 2000). Chapter 8 will illustrate how these findings are relevant to understanding
how Black mothers affected by CPVA rely on collective and spiritual-centred coping

practices to navigate the phenomenon and avoid engagement with formal support services.

Conclusion

Over the last several decades, CPV A has been recognised as a social problem by academics,
practitioners, and policymakers (Holt, 2016). In this chapter, a case is made for the need to
empirically explore how families of different racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds
experience this family violence. Without such consideration, the literature on CPVA may
unintentionally project a false sense of homogeneity across parent experiences. This chapter
critically reviewed feminist literature on the institution of motherhood, reflecting on how
this scholarship aids our understanding of maternal overrepresentation in victim
demographic of CPVA. While acknowledging the contributions of feminist literature, it has
also challenged the universality of motherhood (Arendell, 2000). This chapter has stated the
need to disaggregate Black maternal experiences of CPVA by centring race, gender,
religion, migration and class in their mothering practices and to consider how these social
identities shape their priorities for help-seeking following abuse. To this end, the chapter
identified the racial and cultural scripts that guide the practice of Black motherhood and

recognised the high cultural premium placed on maternity across African, American or
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Caribbean communities as essential to understanding how they may navigate CPVA within

their collective networks.

It also highlights the realities of mothering as a Black woman and raising children racialised
by society. Though the criminalisation of Black youth and the pathologisation of Black
motherhood are often considered separate issues (Elliot and Reid, 2019), this chapter
suggests how these social realities traverse when CPVA occurs within Black families. It
reviews literature on the legacy of racism between marginalised groups and services, the
hyper-surveillance of minority communities and how their overrepresentation in criminal
legal systems discourage Black victims of crime from reporting their victimisation. This
thesis represents a shift away from the homogenising of parental experiences, as it is the
first to explore CPVA from a distinctively Black maternal perspective. By centring the
narrative accounts of Black African and Caribbean mother-victims, intervening mother-
friends and professionals, this thesis will examine how the realities of race, gender, culture
and religion intersect to differentiate maternal experiences of victimhood. Ultimately, it aims
to contribute knowledge towards understanding the diversity of victim experiences and

coping responses to CPVA.
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THREE: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND ANALYTICAL
APPROACH

Introduction

Research on this sub-field of family violence, though rapidly developing, is yet to consider
the diversity of experiences of those impacted by CPVA (Baker and Bonnick, 2021). By
centring mothers of African and Caribbean descent as its subject inquiry, this thesis is the
first academic exploration of the phenomenon from a lens that is distinctively Black and
maternal. Due to the exploratory and experiential nature of this qualitative enquiry, it is not
a prerequisite to embark on the empirical project with a specific theory or premise (Potter,
2009: 14). The theoretical framework and methodological approach of this study
intentionally remains open-minded and open-ended to accurately recount and examine the
personal narratives of Black mothers who have endured abuse, violence and aggression from
their children. In order to fulfil the aims of this research project, the interpretation and
analysis of data will be guided by analytical concepts and frameworks grounded in Black
feminist epistemologies of motherhood and womanhood. As motherhood is not a universal
experience but one shaped by the structural forces of racism, sexism and classism, this
chapter will highlight and hypothesize how scholarly tools emerging from Black feminist

thought can assist in contextualising the lived experiences of Black mothers.

This chapter is structured as follows. It opens by introducing Black feminist epistemologies
of motherhood as emanating from Black women in Euro-American states who repurposed
their marginalised positions as ‘other’ to actively construct their own stories and challenge
negative discourses around Black motherhood. This section includes a discussion on
‘Intersectionality’ as an analytical tool and framework in transforming women’s studies by

spotlighting the multiplicity of social identity and the intersecting disadvantage marking the
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lives of Black women (McCall, 2005). It will also examine with the limitations of using
intersectionality in empirical research and addresses criticisms that Black feminism
ironically advances the essentialisation of womanhood as it presupposes that Blackness is a
monolithic universal experience (Reynolds, 2005). While duly noting these critiques, a
justification is provided for why this research project maintains its focus on ‘Black’
motherhood despite the manifold intra-ethnic differences, diverse regions, countries and

islands encapsulated in the African and Caribbean experience.

In the second section, a Black epistemological reworking of Stigma as a sociological concept
is advanced as essential to understanding the racialised undertones of maternal
stigmatisation (Tyler, 2018; 2020; Allen and Taylor, 2012). This section outlines the way
Black motherhood is stigmatised through racialised and prejudicial tropes that perpetuate
the myth of the ‘bad Black mother’ (Charlton, 2014). Here, the ‘Baby Mama’, ‘Strong Black
Woman’ and ‘Angry Black woman’ tropes are given special consideration and theorised as
barriers to accessing formal and informal support. The final section acknowledges the
racialised context in which Black African and Caribbean women raise their children while
in Western states. Although the criminalization of Black youth and the stigmatisation of
Black parenting (read motherhood) are often examined as separate problems, this section
highlights how these experiences form an interconnected struggle particularly when CPVA

occurs.
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Black Feminist Thought on Motherhood

In order to fully comprehend the lived experiences of Black women mothering in England,
it is important to acknowledge the structural realities of racism. Failing to engage with the
structural realities of racism within maternal discourses will limit theoretical attempts to
understand Black maternal victimisation and the decisions around their disclosure and
helpseeking following CPVA. Early feminist and maternal theory held limited relevance to
the womanhood and motherhood practiced within diverse communities due to its failure to
incorporate ethnicity, race, class, religion and national identity into its theoretical
frameworks (Hill-Collins, 1990; 1994; 2000; Dill, 1988; Reynolds, 2005). It normalised the
experiences of White, Western and middle-class women and excluded those belonging to
other racial and class groups (Reynolds, 2005; Amos and Parmar, 1984; Brah et al. 1999;
Mirza, 1992; Afshar and Maynard, 1994). Moreover, by emphasising sameness and
sisterhood, early feminist maternal theory did not consider how differently women were
marked by ‘experiences of oppression which then shaped their priorities of transformation’

(Ramazanoglu, 1986: 84).

Black feminist scholars from Africa and its diaspora have argued that the focus on patriarchy
as the sole cause of gender inequality within early feminist and maternal theory, excludes
the ‘structural dominance’ White women exercised over Black and other ethnic women and
conceals their collusion with men to subordinate Black and indigenous women. (Hill-
Collins, 1990; Roberts, 1997; Reynolds, 2005; Romero, 2013; Crenshaw, 2013; Crawford,
2018). To illustrate the falsehood of ‘universal’ feminism against the realities of race, class
and colonialism, Nkiru Nzegwu penned a poem titled ‘sisterarchy’ [sister-patriarchy]. Her
literary work depicts, with irony, the enthusiasm of a White ‘madam’ celebrating her shared

sisterhood with her kneeling African maid, while simultaneously instructing to her to scrub
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the floor (Oyewumi, 2003; Uwechia, 2011). Although this is a fictional illustration, there
are examples of the exploitation of Black and Hispanic women through the provision of
cheap labour and domestic duties to White middle class mothers, enabling their entry into
professional spheres and paid occupation (Hill-Collins, 1990; Roberts, 1997; Reynolds,
2005; Romero, 2013; Crawford, 2018). As Oyewumi argues, there is an implied hypocrisy
in White women and mothers who advocate for solidarity among ‘all women’ while

simultaneously exercising their class and race privilege over non-white women (2003: 4).

By factoring race, ethnicity and class into feminist theorisations, the structural factors that
institutionalise divisions among women become more apparent, and the false solidarity of
‘sisterhood’ can be challenged (Reynolds, 2005). Tracey Reynolds, a Black British scholar
writing on the constructions of mothering, observes that due to the marginalised position
Black and indigenous mothers occupy in society, historic and contemporary Western
ideologies on motherhood are dismissive towards the social and cultural value inherent in
their parenting practices (Reynolds, 2005). Scholars argue there is a denial of the existence
of Black mothering except in reference to its deviation from the idealised maternal practices
of the White majority and for its production of teen-motherhood, juvenile delinquency and

matrifocal households (Reynold, 2005; Lara Villanueva, 2018; Dei, 2018).

Nevertheless, as Stuart Hall observed, disenfranchised peoples have reclaimed their
‘othered’ status as a new politics of resistance (1992). In the case of mothering discourses,
Black feminist scholars in Euro-American states have re-examined their allotted place across
the margins of gender, race and class, and used their marginalised position as ‘other’ to
actively construct their own stories, create new dialogue around motherhood, intellectualise

the lived experiences of Black women and challenge negative discourses around their
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maternity (Mirza, 1997: 4; Reynolds, 2005). One example of how Black feminist scholars
have re-interpreted mothering is evident in bell hooks’ re-conceptualisation of private
domesticity and the homeplace as a site of resistance for Black women and not one of
domestication and subjugation. Within Western feminism, the delegation of women to the
‘homeplace’ is largely seen as sexist and subordinating women. However, for Black
communities, the construction of the homeplace holds a different meaning and an
empowering political dimension. While White middle-class mothers saw their oppression
as linked to their confinement to the domestic and private spheres of the home, historically
Black mothers were not afforded such experiences. Instead, they were made to work outside
the home, living out their public lives in service of White people, whether by cleaning,

washing, or caring for their children among other domestic duties (bell hooks, 1990).

Angela Davis, writing on the role of Black women within enslaved communities, recognised
that during enslavement the work of nurturing and attending to the needs of Black children
and men, even to those outside their immediate family, was the ‘only labour...that could not
be claimed by White slave owners and oppressors’ (Davis, 1971: 5). For Black families
existing in Western societies and a colonized world, the ‘homeplace’ holds immense value
and symbolised a refuge and haven from racism and white hatred, and a special domain of
warmth, comfort and shelter (bell hooks, 1990: 382-383). It is where, against the racist
domination, poverty and deprivation that came with existing in White, Western societies,
Black mothers restored the dignity of their children and men and through nurturing, hoped
to heal wounds inflicted by racism (Ibid, 384). Though gendered power dynamics can
contribute to the subordination of mothers, the mothering experiences of Black women
cannot be disconnected from the inequities that mark their lives by virtue of their intersecting

identities. Considering its aim to explore Black maternal experiences of CPVA and
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understand the factors that frame and facilitate their choice of coping mechanisms and help-
seeking behaviour, this thesis must attend to the realities of raising children who face

racialisation and criminalisation in Western societies.

Intersectionality: An Analytical Framework

The term ‘Black feminism’ is commonly associated to freedom projects around the African
American woman’s experience and abolitionist movement (Rodriguez et al. 2015). Black
American feminism was the originator of the intersectional analytical framework, through
which the role of race, gender, class, alongside cultural and sociohistorical factors can be
incorporated into discourses around Black female experiences (Reynolds, 2005; Donath,
2015). Intersectionality has been hailed as ushering in a radical and important theoretical
transformation to women’s studies and related fields, and its popularity is connected to the
spotlight it places on the multiplicity of social identity and the erasure of social groups on
the fringes of society (McCall, 2005: 1771). In recognising how multiple systems of
oppression (i.e sexism and racism) create unique experiences of disadvantage,
intersectionality serves as a tool for ‘theorizing oppression’ (Nash, 2008: 1). Moreover,
methodologically speaking, an intersectional approach is well suited to qualitative research
which lends itself to an in-depth investigation of the complexities of individuals’ social lives

(McCall, 2005; Mantovani and Thomas, 2014: 48).

Though a universal definition of intersectionality does not exist, a contention to be explored
later, it is generally understood as the ability to name social identities as not mutually
exclusive, but ‘multidimensional’, ‘interlocking’, ‘culminative’ and ‘reciprocal’ (Crenshaw,
1989; 1991; Knapp, 2005; Nash, 2008; Hill-Collins, 2015). The concept was first coined in

Kimberlé Crenshaw's seminal critique of identity politics in how it homogenised the female
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experience of male perpetrated violence by failing to acknowledge intragroup differences
(1990: 1242). Crenshaw argued that in operating as distinct and exclusive social movements,
feminist and anti-racist movements displayed indifference to how sexism and racism
intersect in the lives of Black women (Crenshaw, 1991: 1242). However, the manifestation
of intersectionality precedes Crenshaw’s coinage, and dates back to the early 80s with Black
female social actors operating within grassroot and community activism (Hill-Collins,
2015). As such, intersectionality’s ‘birthplace’ is activism and social movement as
demonstrated through earlier generations of Black feminist work through Sojourner Truth,
Frances Beal and Anna Julia Cooper (Nash, 2019: 42). The foundations of intersectional
analysis were set by these ‘interpretative communities” who mobilized its resources for
social action, knowing how the multiplicity of their social identities negatively shaped their

lived experiences (Hill-Collins, 2015: 8).

In empirical enquiry, intersectionality advances that the interconnected identities of
individuals be central to any analysis (Potter, 2015). When used as an analytical framework,
intersectionality has demonstrated strength in shaping thoughts around issues concerning
violence against women and girls (VAWG) and particularly enhancing our understanding
of the victimhood and survivorship of Black women following domestic abuse (Hill-Collins,
2015). Potter deployed a feminist intersectional criminology in her study, Battle Cries:
Black Women and Intimate Partner Abuse (2008). Her exploration of Black women as
victims of crime entailed considerations of their race, ethnicity, and economic status (Potter,
2008: 15). Potter’s intersectional analysis used Black feminist criminology to explore and
explain how Black women interpreted their abuse. Her findings suggest that their perception
of their abuse was shaped by the spheres of social structural oppression, Black

community/culture, familial relations, and their social categories (Ibid). She noted that the
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devaluation of Black women in American society shaped how the women responded to their
abusers, their coping mechanisms, and access to available resources (Potter 2008).
Similarly, in Ritchie’s Arrested justice, Black women were found to be at heightened risk
of abuse including battering, sexual harassment, stalking, rape and incest. However, their
race and class identity, linked to their disadvantaged position in society, made their
victimhood invisible (2012:18). Both studies indicate that the social categories held by
victims can intersect to shape their subjective experiences of violence and abuse and

determine their access to the resources needed to navigate abusive situations.

Limitations of Intersectionality

From its origins in Black American feminism, intersectionality has ‘travelled’ throughout
the Academy and beyond and is now a tool in the global struggle against oppression (Knapp,
2005). As Carbado observed, intersectionality has crossed ‘trans-demographic terrains’ as it
is called upon by scholars, lawyers, politicians and activists (2013: 811). Although hailed as
one of Black feminism’s significant contribution to theoretical feminist frameworks,
intersectionality has been challenged for its critical limits. The ‘definitional fluidity’ of
intersectionality creates a dilemma as the scope of its proposed function continues to have
different meaning (Hill-Collins, 2015: 1; Parmar, 2017). Hill-Collins observed that the
scholarly perception of intersectionality varies as widely as the scholars themselves (2015:
13). To some, intersectionality is a concept that travels across geographical and scholarly
borders (Knapp, 2005; Potter, 2015). While others engage with intersectionality as a
perspective (Browne and Misra 2003), an analytical framework (Yuval-Davis, 2006; Nash,
2008; Cho et al. 2013), an empirical research paradigm (Hancock, 2007), a knowledge
project (Hill-Collins, 2015), or a heuristic device or theory (Mirza, 2015: 58; Yuval-Davis,

2012). However, the multi-dimensional nature of intersectionality speaks to its malleability
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as an interpretative frame that lends itself to various methodologies, rather than existing as

fixed body of knowledge (Hill-Collins, 2015).

In this work, I will be using intersectionality as an interpretative tool and analytical
framework to make sense of Black mothers’ accounts of abuse from their children, and to
understand their disclosure, coping and helpseeking decisions thereafter. Black feminist
scholars have utilised intersectionality to ‘reconceive motherhood’ and its meaning to Black
women living in diverse contexts (Story, 2014; Hill-Collins, 1994). As Rodriguez notes, the
intersection of race, gender and class are central theoretical frameworks to understanding
Black motherhood (2016: 32). Racial identity informs not only parent-child relations, but
related to this thesis, parental responses to abuse. By adopting an intersectional approach to
examining Black maternal experiences of CPVA, I am locating both mother and child in
‘the context of their real lives’ (Guidroz and Berger, 2009: 1). Using an intersectional
analytic framework to understand maternal experiences also aids the examination of how
race, and experiences of racism, frame how Black women nurture and socialise their children

in ways that differ from White women (Reynolds, 2005).

Challenges with ‘using’ Intersectionality

There is a disparity between how intersectionality is used within and beyond the Academy.
Knapp argues that the fame and speedy travels of the concept is powered by its ability to
validate its users by bestowing upon them a badge of ‘political correctness’ or proof of their
‘voguish knowledge’ (2005: 254-255). However, going beyond engaging with
intersectionality as a self-branding exercise will require distinctions being made between the
temporal structures of ‘mentioning’ and actually ‘using’ intersectionality (Ibid: 254). While
many scholars mention intersectionality, it is unclear whether they actually do research from

an intersectional standpoint (Knapp, 2005: 254; Derrida, 1990: 75). In their analysis of
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VAWG research and policy that purports to adopt an intersectional standpoint, Strid et al.
observed the mere naming of an inequality to be the frailest recognition of intersectionality
(2013: 559, 565). While they deemed naming the first step, they asserted that there must be
progression towards the naming of inequalities as intersecting, which requires consideration
of structural realities as well as individual factors (Ibid). The usefulness of intersectionality
does not reside in ‘lip service’ or its mere mention in a paper (Cho et al. 2013). However,
because no clear methodological approaches or guidelines exist to its use, the practical use

and implementation of intersectionality remains a challenge.

Epistemological ambiguity

The fluid definition of intersectionality generates some epistemological ambiguity that leads
to questions about its substantive function (Hill-Collins, 2015; Knapp, 2005). Unanswered
ontological questions abound as to how many social identities are to be considered in an
empirical enquiry and in what combination (Yuval-Davis, 2006; Mirza, 2015: 59). For
instance, Crenshaw centred her use of intersectionality on gender and race (1989; 1990).
Other scholars assert that a ‘trilogy of oppression’ is central to analysis and thus the ‘gender-
race-class’ triad should be prioritised (Knapp, 2005: 253), while others contend that
sexuality must be considered as interlocking within oppressive systems (Nash, 2008: 9; Hill-
Collins, 2015: 8). Naturally, the subjective inclination of researchers towards some
inequalities will result in favouritism of some to the exclusion of others. Bredstrém (2006)
argues that this risks the production of research that waivers in analytical soundness. The
danger of subjectively selecting and excluding social categories also risks perpetuating the
‘myth of homogeneity’ within certain groups (Nash, 2008: 12) which counters Crenshaw’s

initial presentation of intersectionality as a tool to explore intra-group differences (1989).
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Addressing The ‘Black’ Monolith

Through ‘collective coalitions’ (Mohanty, 1988; 2005), ‘conscious coalitions’ (Mirza, 1997)
and a ‘politics of solidarity’ (Brah, 1992) ethnic and racial groups with shared histories of
imperialism, colonialism and slavery, have mobilised against their invisibility in discourses
and their structural marginalisation through racism (Anthias and Yuval-Davies, 1992; Brah,
1992; Sudbury, 1998). While speaking with one singular voice has advanced the power of
individual groups, otherwise marginalised by their structural position, it has also caused the
essentialisation of diverse ethnic groups. In the context of Black womanhood, concerns have
been expressed about the authenticity of Black feminism, which has been critiqued for
ironically contributing to that which it seeks to challenge - the essentialisation of
womanhood (Reynolds, 2005; Brah, 1992). The idea of a Black feminism presupposes that
Blackness is a monolithic, universal experience. Ogunyemi (1985) observes that the
construction of a ‘sisterhood of struggle’ even among Black women in a global fight against
‘Euro-American patriarchy’ has contributed to a neglect of intra-ethnic or intra-racial
difference. As such, scholars and activists from Global South nations and those in European
countries have questioned the utility of ‘Black feminism’ outside of the African American

experience (Ogunyemi, 1985; Oyewumi, 2003; Rodriguez et al. 2016).

Black feminism has been critiqued as essentialising Black women by failing to address
‘African historical and cultural context’, nor accounting for the cultural socialisation of
African and Caribbean women on the continent and in the diaspora (Kolawole, 2002: 97).
As Reynolds (2005) observes, research that employs intersectional or Black feminist
approaches must factor into its empirical enquiry the difference and structural variations that
exist among Black women, with specific consideration of the role of ethnicity and culture,

class, migration, among many others. As such, Black feminists and those seeking to
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understand the experiences of African and Caribbean women must incorporate into their
theoretical frame, where relevant, the history of the continent (the role of colonization and
the origins of patriarchy) alongside the cultural meanings and values ascribed to womanhood
and maternity (Gatwiri and McLaren, 2016; Nzegwu, 2012; Igbelina-Igbokwe, 2013). The
concepts of patriarchy, marriage, and family must be placed within ‘local, cultural and

historical contexts’ (Mohanty, 1988: 67-75).

Why ‘Black’ Motherhood?

In the UK, the term ‘BAME’ (an acronym meant to stand for Black, Asian, and Minority
Ethnic) has been critiqued as an outdated way of 'othering' together individuals of diverse
backgrounds (Fakim and Macaulay, 2020, Okolosie et al. 2015). Some argue that these
‘lazy’ broad-brush terms attempt to tidy away the complexity of heterogeneity, hiding the
diversity between Britain’s minorities and lumping together those, whose main shared
characteristic is being non-white, into a ‘singular or homogenous ethnic identity’ (Parris,
2016; Malik et al. 2021; Law Society 2023). Though the category ‘Black’ is used in this
thesis, doing so is not an attempt to lump the voices of mother-participants into one
monolithic maternal identity or experience. Rather, I make clear that in using ‘Black’, I
centre my attention on the experience of African and Caribbean heritage women and thus,
this study does not consider non-white women who identify as politically Black for

mobilisation and solidarity purposes.

Still, I acknowledge that the use of ‘Black’ in this thesis may present as an attempt to mesh
together African and Caribbean maternal experiences. However, both locations host a
diversity of regions, countries and islands, each with its own cultures and tribes. Thus, it is
not the aim of this thesis to ignore these intra-racial and intra-ethnic differences. Rather,

there is pressing need within Black mothering discourses to go beyond a reliance on the
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aesthetic representations of Blackness to interrogate how differences in ethnicity, culture,
class and religion can distinguish Black maternal experiences. Despite recognising the
dangers of perpetuating a Black monolithic experience of motherhood, I maintain using the
term ‘Black’ in this thesis to acknowledge how mothers participating in this study navigate
England and Wales as a visibly Black ethnic group. While the nuances of culture,
nationality, and religion may exist and ought to be factored into understanding each mother’s
experience, the societal perception of these mothers and response to them as Black women
is not a moot point. Thus, when it comes to exploring Black maternal experiences of CPVA
and the decisions framing their disclosure and help-seeking behaviours, this thesis will
combine considerations of the individual nuances of their identities with the structural

implications of their Blackness.

It is also apparent, that while some African or Caribbean women may not feel the weight of
their racial identity while in their country of origin, they ‘become black’ and experience
racialization as ‘other’ after migrating and becoming part of the diaspora (Wright, 2004).
Therefore, this thesis must explore the consequences of African-Caribbean mothers
becoming ‘Black’ in England and Wales and how their new racial identity as ethnic minority
fits within Western expectations of motherhood. Moreover, when CPVA occurs, what
bearings do these new racial considerations have on how African and Caribbean mothers
respond, disclose, and navigate formal and informal support? Though these questions are
not yet considered in the literature, they are important deliberations that frame this research
study. I argue that an investigation of these questions is essential for the field of CPVA to

account for diverse experiences of motherhood, victimisation, and crime.
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Though drawing upon Black feminist epistemologies around mothering are crucial in
understanding Black maternal experiences, I am aware that these theorisations are inspired
largely by the African American experience and conceptualisation of mothering. In
undertaking this research project, I attempt to balance the need to understand collective
identity among Black mothers, while also recognising and incorporating into my analysis
the diversity that exists among them and the implication of intra-ethnic differences on their
coping mechanisms, and disclosure practices. As the mothers participating in this research
project are of African and Caribbean descent, there is need to interrogate cultural nuances
and intra-ethnic differences that exist between Black women and shape how they mother
and possibly experience CPVA. As a result, [ draw into the intersectional framework of this
thesis, categories of race, ethnicity, religion, class and migration status to acknowledge and
contextualise the collective lived experiences and realities of Black mother-victims and their

individual differences.

The Power of Stigma

Exploring the theory around stigma as a sociological concept can illuminate how the
pathologisation of Black motherhood occurs in Western societies and how their mothering
practices are racially stigmatised as deficient through the utilisation of tropes, myths and
stereotypes. Stigma is defined by the Oxford Dictionary of Psychology as a ‘mark of disgrace
associated with a person, a personal quality, or personal circumstance; a mark on the skin...’
Colman, 2008). However, Goffman’s ground-breaking conceptualisation of stigma as a
sociological concept, idea and practice, redefined public and academic understanding of its
impact. Three overarching claims were evident in his initial conceptualisation. The first is

that stigma is a ‘perspective’ created in social contexts. Second, people employ strategies of
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shame and identity management to limit the devastating consequences of being socially

stigmatised. Third, stigma functions as a form of social control (Goffman, 1963).

Goffman also identified three types of stigma: 1) associated with mental illness, 2) physical
deformation and 3) identification with a particular social identity i.e race, ethnicity, religion
or ideology. Goffman’s (1963) seminal work on stigma and the management of spoiled
identity is useful to some extent in explaining the emotional and psychological effects CPVA
may have on ‘spoiling’ a woman’s maternal identity. Mothers harmed by their children
endure a spoilage of their maternal identity due to idealised socio-cultural constructions
around motherhood which fuel mother-blaming discourses around the decisions, behaviour
and offences of children (Hunter et al. 2010; Nguyen-Phan, 2024; Peck et al. 2023). As a
result, these mothers could be said to experience a ‘double’ stigma: first for parenting a
problematic child and secondly for being a victim of family violence (Holt and Retford,
2013). However, Goffman’s original conceptualisation — now over sixty years old - does not
sufficiently address the pre-existing, and unconcealable stigmatisation associated to Black

bodies.

The third type of stigma outlined by Goffman is caused by association to a particular social
identity. He recognised that while in some cases the stigmatised can aspire and attempt to
conceal their stigmatised identities, there are those whose visibly bear the ‘mark’ of their
stigma, such as racialised minorities, who have no choice but to function visibly as
‘stigmatised individuals’ (Goffman, 1963; Tyler and Slater, 2018). However, besides the
mere acknowledgement of unconcealable stigmatisation caused by racism, Goffman’s initial
conceptualisation of stigma remained largely apolitical and entirely individualistic in its

focus (Tyler and Slater, 2018). Despite writing at a time where overt racial discrimination
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was an everyday occurrence for Black people, Imogen Tyler observes that Goffman’s
conceptualisation did not account for how stigma emanating from social identities is
structured through power (2018; Tyler, 2020). However, DuBois, writing decades before
Goffman, readily acknowledged that ‘being Black’ is to be ‘badged by colour’ and ‘marked
out for discrimination and insult’ (DuBois, 1940/2007: 59, 126; Tyler, 2018). Though
DuBois was speaking specifically in the American context and at a time of heightened racial
segregation, this ‘badge’ of Blackness is visibly worn by Black people navigating

contemporary Western societies as ‘racialised minorities’.

In the decades following Goffman’s original work, sociological research and theorisation
around stigma has grown exponentially (Tyler, 2018; Hinshaw, 2009: 25). The modern
reworkings of stigma prove useful to this project in their shift away from the individualistic
focus of stigma to explore the macro-level factors driving stigma processes (Link and
Phelan, 2014: 30; Link et al. 2014; Tyler 2020). It is important to highlight that stigma does
not inherently emanate from the bodies of the stigmatised (Tyler and Slater, 2018; 2020).
Tyler argues that stigma is not the property of any particular person, rather it is manufactured
in social settings, where stigmatisation occurs through interactions and exchanges with those
depicted as normal, the majority or the standard (Tyler, 2020). It is by their engagement with
non-stigmatised persons that people acquire stigma through overt discrimination or subtle,

covert forms of microaggressions and hostility (Tyler and Slater, 2018).

According to Tyler, stigma is a machinery of inequality which utilises classism and racism,
amongst other overt and covert forms of discrimination as a form of power (Tyler and Slater,
2018; Tyler, 2020). Link and Phelan coined the term ‘stigma power’, to highlight how

stigma structurally participates in the exclusion, control and exploitation of others (2014:

70



30). Pinker describes stigma as a type of violence occurring within democratic societies
(2017), while Steinberg observes how it provides ‘epistemic authority for the denial and
suppression of Black humanity’ (2007:42; Tyler, 2018). Other scholars have highlighted
how stigma is a tool used by communities and the state to ‘produce and re-produce existing

inequalities of class, race, gender and sexuality’ (Parker and Aggleton, 2003; Tyler, 2018).

Black epistemological reading of Stigma

Used as a form of governance in Western societies, racism constructs the other (members
of ethnic groups) as deviant and abnormal, while the practices of the White majority remain
universal, dominant and unquestioned (Hesse, 1997; Reynolds, 2005). Malik (1996) argues
that the governmentality of racism has entrenched Western superiority and universalism,
thus classifying non-Western groups and their practices as inferior. Tyler’s work observes
how ‘genealogies of stigma’ are formed due to histories of oppression and inequality
affecting particular groups. One example is the legal and historical practice of racial
stigmatisation towards Black people, which denied their personhood not only as being slaves
but second-class citizens (Tyler, 2018: 758-759; Tyler, 2020; Spillers, 2003: 21). In the
specific context of parenting (often read and understood as mothering), Allen and Taylor
(2012) identify that failed motherhood is constructed through an intersectional shaming
process which incorporates the so-called moral flaws of race, gender, class and sexuality.
For example, they observed a mainstream positioning of ‘tight, White, middle-class

mothers’ as the ‘cultural and national bearers of the future’ (Allen and Taylor, 2012: 1,7).

This idealisation juxtaposes the historical presentation, othering and dehumanizing of single,
working-class, and Black mothers as the ‘locus of national concerns around morality, raising
‘feral’ youth and proper citizenship’ (Allen and Taylor, 2012: 5; Jensen, 2010; Phillips,

2011; Skeggs, 2005). Here, stigma works to demonstrate the failed femininity and spoiled
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maternity of stigmatised mothers and provides justification for the hyper-surveillance of
their parenthood and by extension their homes (Allen and Taylor, 2012: 5). The racialised
undertone of maternal stigmatisation is important to note, particularly how the
pathologisation of White motherhood occurs when associated to Blackness. Tyler
exemplifies this by pointing to the symbolic figure of the ‘Chav mum’, whose identity
embodies ‘whiteness contaminated with poverty’ but also associated to claims that chavs
appropriate Black popular culture through their clothing, speech and engaging in sexual
intimacy with working-class Black and Asian men (Tyler, 2008: 26; Allen and Taylor, 2012:
8). These authors argue that the disdain towards these White working-class mothers is rooted
in anxieties around inter-racial mixing and breeding (Allen and Taylor, 2012: §8; Tyler, 2008:
26).

This thesis is attentive to how Black mothers are ‘smeared with the stigma of racial
inferiority’ (Haywood, 1948:138; Tyler, 2018). It leans into the reorientation of stigma’s
theoretical lens to ‘focus on meso and macro socio-cultural structures and power’
(Bonnington and Rose, 2014:7; Tyler, 2018). In order to examine the function of stigma and
its impact on Black mothers following CPVA, I draw on Tyler’s contemporary reworking
of Goffman’s initial apolitical conceptualisation of stigma into dialogue with a Black
epistemology of stigma (Tyler, 2018). The subsequent section will explore the ways Black
mothering is stigmatised, racialised, and pathologised. It will consider the consequences of
stigmatisation on Black women, who in their navigation CPVA, are likely to encounter
discriminatory practices through various state actors (i.e., police, schools and social

services) considered to be institutionally racist.
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The Racialisation of Black Motherhood

By virtue of their racial, ethnic and cultural identity, the Black African and Caribbean
mothers participating in this study will likely hold perceptions of mothering that differ to
those dictated by Western standards. In Chapter 2, I critically reviewed the origins of
maternal scholarship as a by-product of the 1970s Western feminist movement. This chapter
highlighted that the theoretical stance underpinning early feminist ideologisations and
critiques of motherhood were premised on an essentialised view of ‘womanhood’ that was
pan-ethnic, pan-class and disassociated from historical and cultural context (Donath, 2015:
343). It also outlined how mothering has been reconceptualised across Black communities,
highlighting the unique features, practices and priorities of Black motherhood alongside its
collectivist cultural orientations. In this section, I critically engage with the stigmatisation
of Black motherhood through racialised tropes and theorise how they may influence how

Black women cope with and navigate CPVA.

Through the use of racialised stereotypes, the maternal identity of Black women endures
symbolic attack. The myth of the ‘bad Black mother’ (Charlton, 2014) exists through
pathologised social constructions of Black women in media, news and socio-political
debates as the cause behind youth crime, juvenile delinquency or teenage pregnancy
(Reynolds, 2005; Song and Edwards, 1997; Reynolds, 1997; Richie, 2003). As Charlton
(2014) argues, racial tropes perpetuate the myth that Black female bodies cannot host good
maternal practices. In this context, a trope or archetype can be defined as offensive, race-
based caricature or stereotype of individuals or specific groups which have negative
implications (Hai-Jew, 2023; Pieterse, 1992). Specific derogatory tropes and cultural images
around Black women include the Baby Mama/Welfare Queen, the Strong Black Woman,

the Tragic Mulatto, and the Sensuous Jezebel (Steady, 1981: 14; Hill-Collins, 1995; 1990;
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1998; 2000; Bogle, 2001; Reynolds, 2005; Igwe, 2022). In this chapter I focus on three
tropes particularly relevant to Black motherhood: The Baby Mama, Strong Black Woman
and the Angry Black Woman. As the empirical chapters of this thesis will reveal, these
tropes are prominent in narratives around Black maternal identity (Chapter 5), framing
perceptions of CPVA (Chapter 6), underpinning mother blaming discourses (Chapter 7) and

forming barriers to formal and informal support (Chapter 8).

The Baby Mama

The Office for National statistics (2021) reveals that there is a high percentage of lone-parent
households among Black populations in Britain, the highest being with Caribbean families
where 63% of children live with single parents. Lone parenting is also common among
African communities, particularly when mothers migrate to the UK and reside here with
children, while fathers remain back home. The Baby Mama (also called the welfare queen)
is an archetype used to stigmatise Black lone mothers of low-income status, who utilise
welfare benefits as a means of survival and caring for their children. Through this
categorisation, Black women are presented and perceived as irresponsible, lazy, greedy and
unfit to mother (Hill-Collins, 1998; Gilens, 1995; Reynolds, 2005). The construction of
Black women as incapable single mothers legitimises state surveillance and interference into
their homes on the premise that their motherhood is deficient and their families
dysfunctional (Elliot and Reid, 2016). According to Roberts, the societal belief is not solely
that Black mothers are likely to corrupt their children, but that Black children are themselves
predisposed to corruption (1994: 874). Thus, in blaming Black single mothers for ‘nurturing
a next generation of pathology’, society stigmatizes not only these women but also their

children (Ibid).
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The Strong Black Woman

The Strong Black woman (thereafter SBW) is a racial trope that speaks to the weaponisation
of strength against a marginalised group of women. The continued existence and
perpetuation of this trope is linked to many factors, however the origins date back to slavery
where the portrayal of Black women as physically and psychologically strong compared to
Euro-American women justified their enslavement and inhuman treatment (Hill-Collins,
2000; Harrington et al. 2010; Liao et al. 2020: 85; Abrams et al. 2014; 2019). Early feminist
conceptualisations of mothering pointed to the public/private divide between men as
providers and women as nurturers as a basis of gender inequality and female subordination
in domestic spheres (Jagger and Wright, 1999; Silva and Smart, 1999; Duncan and Edwards,
1999; Duncan et al. 2004; Reynolds et al. 2003). However, for Black women, mothering has
always been experienced as interlinked across public and private spheres (Reynolds, 2005;

Hill-Collins, 1994: 48).

While the unpaid labour of women in the care work of their children and elderly relatives
has been recognised as making it difficult, often impossible to sustain waged work (Tyler,
2020), Black women have had no choice but to operate across spheres of paid and unpaid
labour for the critical survival of their families and communities. Due to the socioeconomic
disadvantage and poverty facing many Black families, Black women have assumed the
‘worker/mother’ role, operating in both public (economic) spheres and the private realm
leading female-headed households (Reynolds, 2005; Seguera, 1994). Their assumption of
caregiving and financial responsibilities have also been linked to Black men struggling to
find employment due to discrimination (Romero, 2000; Laio et al. 2020: 85; Mama, 1995).
Some scholars have linked the historic operation of Black mothers across public-private

spheres to the arrangement of traditional African families before colonisation, where both
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men and women held power and authority within the home and were also empowered to
work (Nnaemeka, 1997; Sudakasa, 1996; DuBois, 1908). Nevertheless, the operation of
Black mothers in public and private spheres has been linked to the ‘strong Black woman’
schema, where her strength is characterised by self-sacrifice, independence, dogged work
ethic and the prioritisation of the needs of her family and community often to the detriment
of self (Parks and Hayman, 2024; McDaniel et al. 2023; Liao et al. 2020; Woods-Giscombe,

2010; Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007).

According to Woods-Giscombé (2010) the unsubstantiated belief that Black women are
stronger imposes a five-fold obligation on them to manifest strength, suppress emotions,
resist vulnerability, succeed despite lack of resources and help others, irrespective of
personal costs (McDaniel et al. 2023). The SBW is based on the systematic oppression of
Black women which limits their access to resources while forcing them to rely on internal
strength to survive (Laio et al. 2020: 85). The trope has also contributed to racial bias in
treatment and pain assessment based on false beliefs about biological differences in the pain
thresholds of Black and White people (Hoffman et al. 2016; Holpuch, 2016). It has resulted
in Black patients being half as likely to receive pain medication as White patients (Holpuch,
2016). In the UK, recent studies have explored how the racialised narrative of the SBW
contributes to disproportionate maternal deaths among Black groups (Knight et al. 2021).
Within clinical settings, where life-threatening situations are often ‘physical’ and obvious,
despite Black women being vocal about their pain and suffering, they have been denied
support, on the premise that they can handle the pain or that they are exaggerating

(Brathwaite, 2020; Kasprzak, 2019; Kulakiewicz et al. 2021).
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The SBW trope is culturally different to the Baby Mama in that the matriarch utilises her
‘strength’ to take care of her family, independent of welfare and in many cases, male
involvement (Joseph and Lewis, 1980; Reynolds, 2005). This trope enables the customary
practice of many Black women to prioritise the wellbeing and interests of their families over
their own (Igwe, 2022). The cultural expectations of the SBW are not restricted to low-
income earning Black women, who work multiple low-paid jobs to survive, but the
weaponisation of this trope transcends class divides. Some of the women categorised as
SBW are educated, either with middle-class aspirations or attainment. Their achievements
and strength are perceived as threatening and emasculating, purportedly rendering Black
men ineffective as husbands and fathers which then is considered the cause behind their lone

motherhood (Steady, 1981: 266; Staples, 1981; Reynolds, 2005).

Another aspect of the SBW trope is a representation of Black mothers as authoritarian in
their child-rearing approaches. There is evidence that Black mothers centre their ‘protective
care framework’ around raising and shielding their children, who are racialised within
society (Elliot and Reid, 2019). Some studies suggest that they utilise authoritarian parenting
approaches to prepare their children to exist in a racialised and increasingly violent world
(Elliot and Reid, 2019; Elliott and Aseltine, 2013; Elliot, 2012). In the context of child-
rearing, the SBW tropes implies that Black women possess the capacity to protect their
children from society’s ills but also control and prevent them from getting in trouble (Elliot
and Reid, 2016).

The expectation that mothers should be able to control their children and partners has been
critiqued (Hunter et al. 2010; Peck et al. 2023). However, as I will show in Chapters 5 and

7 through the concept of militant maternity, this expectation is increasingly stigmatising for
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Black women who are perceived within societal imagination and their own communities as

being supernaturally pre-disposed to strength.

The Angry Black Woman

Interlinked with the expectation on Black mothers to demonstrate strength at all times is the
associated fear and policing of their rage through the trope of the Angry Black Woman
(ABW), which depicts them as hostile and aggressive (Walley-Jean, 2009; Ashley, 2014;
Motro et al. 2022; Salerno et al. 2017). In cases where Black mothers attempt to advocate
on behalf of their children who may be experiencing discrimination or racial
microaggressions in school environments, their strength is problematised as ‘threatening and
intimidating’ (Brathwaite, 2020; Allen and White-Smith, 2018; Reynolds, 2005). Even
when the suffering of Black mothers turns to ‘justified rage’ at the loss of a child to police
brutality, racist attacks, gun violence or knife crime, there are societal expectations placed
on grieving and ‘angry’ Black mothers to exude composure, moral character and saintly
decorum in order for their victimhood to be socially affirmed. Cook found that gaining
public empathy required that mothers were ‘strong and independent’ yet remain
‘unthreatening’ and had to be ‘virtuous, dignified, inspiring and persuasive’ (2021: 355-

366).

Black mothers who utilise great strength to engage in activist work following the tragic loss
of a child must subscribe to ‘good’ and acceptable mothering practices to prevent the
weaponisation of their strength and anger, which may reduce societal empathy toward their
victimisation and maternal activism. The case of Doreen Lawrence is useful to consider
here, whose son Stephen was murdered by a racist gang of White boys while waiting for a
bus in Eltham. The British media recognised and praised, Doreen’s strength which enabled

her to fight for justice and campaign for the conviction of her son’s murderers for more than

78



decade (Jones, 2020: 93). However, Doreen noted that even while grieving, she was cautious
not to display her anger and risk being categorised as an ‘angry black woman’ which could
eradicate public sympathy and halt justice campaign efforts (Jones, 2020: 93). While on one
hand, strength is consistently expected from Black mothers, they also find themselves in a
quandary where their displays of strength, particularly anger, will be policed in moralistic

and prejudicial ways.

Racialised Tropes: A Barrier to Accessing Support

The existence of racial tropes, like the SBW, seem to indicate that Black mothers are likely
to hide their internal struggles and therefore be unwilling to disclose and share their
experience of CPVA within their community and beyond (Liao et al. 2020: 85; Hill-Collins,
2000; Woods-Giscombe, 2010; Donovan and West, 2015). According to McDaniel et al.
(2023), Black women adopt, internalise and perpetuate the SBW trope in order to survive
and navigate the world in light of their intersecting social identities. Similarly, Laio et al.
(2020) argue that in light of the trauma and hardships caused by navigating oppression, some
Black women have attempted to reconceptualise the meaning of the SBW as a survival
strategy and coping mechanism. Other scholars suggest Black women are reclaiming
strength, and by extension the SBW trope, as a spiritual birth right (Woods-Giscombe,
2010), a cultural mandate to aspire towards (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007) or a quality
inherited from their foremothers and predecessors (Amankwaa, 2003: 310; Chisholm,
1996). Furthermore, there is some indication of Black women preferring the SBW to other
tropes considered more humiliating such as The Baby Mama (Laio et al. 2020: 85). In
Chapter 5 of this thesis, I will demonstrate how racialised tropes contribute to the
idealisation of strength within Black motherhood. Chapter 7 will reveal that, despite these
long-standing cultural scripts around Black women as strong matriarchs, there were inherent

tensions and contradictions between these idealisations and the reality of their mothering.
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For example, when CPV A occurred, this thesis will show how maternal blame was assigned
to authoritative mothers perceived to have negatively modelled strength through their use of

corporal punishment.

Moreover, notwithstanding attempts to reconceive the SBW trope, its existence has been
found to do more harm than good. According to Hill-Collins (1990), the trope has permitted
a societal denial of the vulnerabilities and struggles that mark the Black maternal experience.
It contributes to an inability to recognise or affirm the victimhood of Black women or secure
their protection. Another danger of attempting to re-claim the SBW trope is that it enables a
‘socially and culturally sanctioned self-silencing’, where Black women are taught to
normalise and internalise struggle (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007: 46). The unwillingness
among some Black women to show vulnerability, admit feelings of weakness and disclose
to others the problems that exist in their lives and families can significantly harm the
likelihood of receiving support and have detrimental effects on their physical and mental
health (Igwe, 2022; Amankwaa, 2003; Chisholm, 1996; Schreiber, 1996). In Chapter 8§, I
will show how the SBW constitutes a barrier to seeking formal and informal support
following CPVA, due to the socialisation of Black mothers to maintain a positive external

representation of their families.

Raising the Racialised
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Women assuming the role of nurturer and protector is a common experience in motherhood,
regardless of race, ethnicity or class. Black women, however, face the unique concerns and
challenges that accompany raising children who are racialised by Western societies. Black
women living in Euro-American nations not only face the likelihood of racialised encounters
directed towards themselves, but also their children. Thus, their mothering practices were
framed by this unfortunate social reality. In order to understand how the racialised
experiences of Black mothers may shape their disclosure and help-seeking practices
following CPVA, there is need to appraise the realities of being a Black child and Black
parent in society that upholds Eurocentric values to the rejection of Afrocentric ideals
(Unnever and Gabbidon, 2011: 21). Carlene Firmin emphasised the importance of
acknowledging the social and cultural context surrounding Black livelihood when
researching their experiences (2020). Firmin’s ‘contextual safeguarding’ is a theoretical and
operational framework which advocates for social care systems or services to factor in the
socio-cultural context in which extra-familial abuse occurs among ethnic groups (Firmin,
2020). Arnez and Condry also advance for the adoption of an ‘holistic and contextual
approach’ when thinking about the lives of young people to account for their relationships,

learning experiences and offending (2021:17).

For Black mothers, the gendered power dynamics within CPV A occur against the backdrop
of racialised narratives. In Chapter 8, I will demonstrate how the principles of contextual
safeguarding can be used to highlight the racialised context and social environment in which
Black mothers and their children ‘do family life’. Studies reveal how the hyper-surveillance
of deprived communities by police results in the racialised targeting of Black youths through
an abuse of stop and search powers (Jones, 2020; Philips and Bowling, 2003; 2017). The

visibility and movement of Black males in public spaces has been disrupted by race and
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policing with ‘politicised ‘street’ crimes being tied to the Black male identity, (Reynolds,
2005; Gilroy, 1987; Runnymede Trust, 1996). Consequently, many Black mothers live in
fear of their sons being subject to harassment, racial attacks police and peer-violence
(Reynolds, 2005). Chapter 8 illustrates how mothers in this study, due to raising children in
cities and neighbourhoods affected by deprivation, crime and heavy policing, viewed their
victimisation from CPVA as secondary to their child being unsafe or in conflict with the
law. Moreover, maternal concerns emanating from a child experiencing harm outside the
home, offending or becoming a victim of criminal exploitation added a layer of complexity
to support pathways that involved state agents like the police. Due to the intersecting
identities of both mother and child, and their shared struggle, Black women are known to
deploy strategies of survival and resistance to protect their children, and limit state
intervention into their families (Rodriguez, 2016: 62). While other mothers lack the
confidence and cultural capital to engage with professionals and services following CPVA,
for fear that their mothering would be pathologised and seen as the cause for their child’s

behaviour.

Stigma in Social Care and Mental Health Services

Stigma, as a form of power and governance is designed into systems of provision which
problematize help-seeking and make disclosure difficult (Tyler, 2020). For reasons
discussed above, Black mothers can find themselves ‘silenced by the shame and stigma’ (Du
Bois, 1920; Morris, 2017) of their pathologised motherhood. However, they are not alone in
their experiences of racism and racialisation. Black children and adolescents navigate,
alongside their parents, discriminatory institutions and services. As Robert states: ‘The
powerful western image of childhood innocence does not seem to benefit Black children.
Black children are born guilty. They are potential menaces, criminals, crackheads and

welfare mothers waiting to happen’ (1994: 874). Through the process of adultification,
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Black children are considered ‘less innocent’, more ‘street wise’ and ‘aggressive’ within
schools, child protection and mental health services (NSPCC Learning, 2022). These
preconceptions and systemic biases, driven by racial prejudice, negatively influence and
compromise safeguarding responses to Black children implying they are not in need of
protection and support (Davis and Marsh, 2020; Perera, 2020; Davis, 2022; NSPCC

Learning, 2022).

When Black children experience mental health concerns, undiagnosed post-traumatic stress
disorders and being at risk of causing harm to themselves, their families and wider
community, they are less likely to be referred to conventional mental health services
(Duberry, 2021: 30; Davis 2022). One study suggests that Black mothers can be resistant to
receiving support from such services for fear that their children will be ‘labelled, stigmatised
or sectioned’ and the implications of these labels for their future prospects (Duberry, 2021:
30). This is particularly telling as previous research has found CPVA to be associated with
mental health problems and learning disabilities (Saylor and Amann, 2016; Retz and Résler,
2010; Miller and Anderson, 2023). If services neglect the needs of Black children, Black
mothers are less likely to disclose CPVA, to reduce the risks of service intervention and

additional stigmatising labels being applied to their children.

Conclusion

This thesis looks beyond individualised pathways to CPVA to focus on how macro-level
factors such as social structure and institutional responses to Black women and their children
can shape their experience and navigation of family violence. To this end, it is important to
incorporate into the theoretical framework of this thesis, an awareness of how racism shapes

Black mothering (Reynolds, 2005). This chapter details how a Black feminist epistemology
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on motherhood and intersectionality can be applied to an empirical exploration of CPVA to
understand Black maternal experiences of this phenomenon. The strength intersectionality
brings to this research project is its attentiveness not only to intersecting individual
identities, but to power relations and social inequality (Hill-Collins, 2015; Hancock, 2007a:
249; 2007b). The social categories most pressing to this thesis are the race, gender, culture,

religion, migration and class status of participating mothers.

This chapter has advanced a Black epistemological reworking of Goffman’s (1963) initial
apolitical conceptualisation of stigma to demonstrate how Black and working-class
motherhood has been stigmatised as a spoiled and failed maternal experience (Tyler, 2020;
Allen and Taylor, 2012: 5). The exploration of stigma and its sociological application to
Black motherhood have elucidated the harmful tropes and racial stereotypes that pathologise
Black women and perpetuate the myth of the ‘bad Black mother’ (Charlton, 2014). Though
various tropes exist, the Angry Black Woman, Strong Black Woman and Baby Mama were
explored in depth as particularly relevant to mothers experiencing CPVA. In Chapter 5 of
this thesis, I explore how these racialised tropes perpetuate idealisations of strength within
Black motherhood. However, despite these long-standing cultural scripts of Black women
as authoritative matriarchs, Chapter 7 will expose the inherent tensions and contradictions
that work to their disadvantage. While in Chapter 8, I illustrate how the prejudicial tropes of
the ‘Angry Black Woman’ and ‘Strong Black Woman’ work together to deny the
vulnerability of Black mothers, prevent them from disclosing CPV A informally within their
social networks while also impeding services from recognising their victimisation (due to
cultural differences in how emotions are displayed).

Although the criminalization of Black youth and the stigmatisation of Black parenting (read

motherhood) are often examined as separate problems, this chapter suggests that these

84



experiences form an interconnected struggle particularly at the site of CPVA. Through
processes of adultification, Black children are subject to racial stereotypes which allow their
needs and vulnerabilities to go unseen (David and Marsh, 2020; Davis, 2022; Duberry,
2021). Instead, they are pathologised as they navigate services in education, mental health,
social care and the legal system (Jones, 2020; Lammy, 2017; Essien and Wood, 2021). The
pathologisation and stigmatisation of Black motherhood and childhood can occur within
institutions purporting to help their families. As Elliot and Reid argue, these stigmatising
processes can amount to a form of 'family criminalization', wherein some women fear losing
access to their child as punishment for their parenting (2019: 198). In this thesis, the work
of intersectionality, the sociological concept of stigma, and the structural consequences of
stigmatised motherhood are key to understanding the experiences of Black women
experiencing CPVA while existing at intersecting axes of disadvantage. Though not without
its limitations, adopting an ‘intersectional’ analytical framework assists this thesis in its aim
to advance an understanding of the victim experience of Black mothers and their decisions

around disclosure and possible (dis)engagement with formal and informal support pathways.
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FOUR: METHODOLOGY

Introduction

Capturing the abuse experiences of a group largely excluded from empirical research and
marginalised by the intersections of their gender and race comes with many challenges. In
this thesis, it was important to adopt a research methodology that centralises the voice of
research population in empirical exploration (Smith and Osborn 2003; 2015). Due to the
exploratory nature of the study and the importance of deploying methods that sensitively
capture victim experiences and encourage participant involvement in the research process
(Stanley and Wise, 1990), a multi-qualitative methodological approach was deemed
appropriate. Namely, the use of semi-structured interviews, focus groups and victim
questionnaires. This chapter opens by providing justification for a qualitative
methodological approach, while the second section examines the participant recruitment
process and identifies challenges encountered in accessing Black mothers with lived
experiences of CPVA. It discusses the necessity of targeted sampling through formal and
informal gatekeepers to raise awareness about the study and provide access to participants.
This section also details pen biographies of the eight Black mother-victims that participated
in the study. Though the descriptions are short and inherently incomplete, the biographies
are included to honour the personhood of the mothers and acknowledge their identity outside

of their abuse experiences.

Next, the methodological approaches to data collection are individually analysed, this
section also discusses the processes of transcription, coding and data analysis. In the fourth
section, I reflect on the sensitives of this research study, ethical considerations and the

importance of preserving anonymity. Some time is then spent on the subject of researcher
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reflexivity. I discuss the intersecting identities I share with the research participants (Black
mothers) and apply a ‘self-critical lens’ to this study, acknowledging some of the
‘intersubjective dynamics’ between myself and participants (Finlay and Gough, 2003: 4;
Okpokiri, 2017: 82). As a Black female scholar exploring sensitive research on Black
families, I engage with the concept of ‘insider status’ and outline its many advantages to this
study but also the risks of over-identifying with participants. Also discussed is feeling an
implied ‘sense of duty’ and how I have navigated these challenges. Finally, I reflect on the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the research process, emphasising the benefits and

limitations of conducting my fieldwork online.

Justification of Qualitative Methodology

This study is the first to empirically consider how CPVA intersects with race and
motherhood in the experiences of Black women and how their maternal identity can
compound with existing racial and systemic barriers to shape their disclosure and
helpseeking behaviours. Qualitative research design is ideal for an area of empirical enquiry
where there is little previous research (Gallagher and Francesoni, 2012) because it
foregrounds ‘meaning, subjectivity, context’ and prioritises how individuals interpret their
lived experiences (Sparkes and Smith, 2014:14; Labuschagne, 2003). This study engages
the perspectives of various groups who interact with CPVA in direct and indirect ways
including mothers (victims and non-victims) and professionals. Thus, it was important to
select a research design that permitted for an extensive exploration of how a specific

phenomenon is experienced through individualised experiences (Koch et al. 2014).

Secondly, qualitative methods are frequently deployed in studies seeking to capture victim

experiences. When investigating sensitive subjects, such as family violence, qualitative
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methods empower participants to be actively involved in the research process (Stanley and
Wise, 1990). For example, Katz (2015) used semi-structured interviews in an exploration of
the mother-child relationship during domestic violence. While Smith used similar methods
to capture the court experiences of sexual assault and rape victims (2012; 2018). Thirdly,
the centrality of intersectionality as an analytical framework in this study necessitated the
use of qualitative methodologies that account for the social realities of Black mothers and
‘the context within which women make sense of their lives’ (Woodiwiss et al 2017: 5;
Nguyen Phan 2024: 55). The analytical tools available within qualitative methods, such as
inductive analysis, is aligned to the goals of this study and the importance of ‘identifying

multiple realities and contextual factors (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Jenkins, 2005: 58).

The ecological validity of qualitative research is questioned due to concerns around the
generalisability of the findings. However, the goal of this project is not to establish
generalisability, but to intentionally move away from the implied homogenising of parent
experiences following CPVA. The study aims to capture a distinctly Black and maternal
perspective of the phenomenon. It works to challenges the universality of motherhood by
highlighting the nuanced meanings, practices and complex priorities that frame the Black
maternal experience. Qualitative research methods support my quest to purposively target a
selected sample, while respecting the truth of multiple realities and allowing for research

reflexivity (O’Leary, 2010; Okpokiri, 2017: 61).
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Exploratory mapping stage

Due to the exploratory nature of this study, it was important to first conduct a mapping stage
to develop a preliminary understanding of issues in the field and establish whether Black
mothers affected by CPVA wanted to express their experiences through research
participation. While conducting my literature review in 2020, I designed a mapping stage
where | shared my proposed research to professionals in the fields of youth justice, social
care, education and mental health services. I engaged in initial conversations that explored
their professional experiences supporting Black mothers. I made no attempt to access or
interact with victims. All the professionals that engaged in this exploratory mapping stage
expressed their interest to participate in the study once ethical approval was provided.
Though it was ultimately challenging to recruit participants for this study, the professional
and community connections made at the mapping stage were instrumental in directly
accessing victims at later stages. I received ethical approval from University of Oxford
Social Sciences and Humanities Interdivisional Research Ethics Committee (SSH IDREC)

on 7" February 2022. Research Ethics Reference: R79763/RE001.

Participants

Recruitment

Due the sensitive area of research, it was a challenge to recruit participants. As I was
interested in capturing the experiences of a specific population (Black mothers of African
and Caribbean descent), it was important that I adopted multiple recruitment strategies.
There is evidence that participants from Black and ethnic backgrounds are unwilling to
engaging in research (Faugier and Sargeant, 1997; Watters and Biernacki, 1989).
Consequently, it is common practice to use targeted and purposive sampling to recruit
populations considered ‘difficult-to-reach’ (Femi-Ajao, 2016:107; Peterson et al. 2008;

Robinson et al. 2006). Purposive sampling allows the researcher to target a sample based on
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the research aims but also personal knowledge of the population and respondents most useful
to the enquiry (Babbie, 1995; Jenkins, 2005: 59). Once ethical approval was granted, |
engaged in a preliminary phase of target sampling by creating a list of organisations and
services likely to interact with and offer support to my participants. Those listed were
gatekeepers who could assist and advance the reach of the study as they had direct access to
individuals who are otherwise challenging to reach. Formal gatekeepers were professionals
working with the target population, while informal gatekeepers often reside in the
communities they serve, using their own resources to support participants (Patton, 1990;

Emmel et al. 2007; Emmel, 2017; Burgess, 1984; Femi-Ajao, 2016:118).

To connect with formal gatekeepers, I email several UK-based organisations and services
working with Black women. I began with London due to my professional experiences
working in the city within known crime prevention organisations. In a way that mirrors the
multi-layered and cross-sectoral nature of CPVA, I reached out to organisations within the
sectors of Youth Justice, Social Care, Mental Health and Education. Beyond emails, I used
social media platforms like LinkedIn and Twitter to establish connections with social
workers, teachers, therapists, parent coaches, community leaders and pastors with direct
experience supporting Black mothers experiencing CPVA. I used Canva to design a research
flyer which I circulated on Twitter, LinkedIn and submitted to the newsletter of leading
Black network for therapeutic and social care professionals. The flyer detailed the purpose
of the study, criteria for participation, method of interview, my contact information (email
address) and my picture. This recruitment approach raised awareness about the study and
garnered great professional interest. A total of 26 professionals contributed to the study.
Though others expressed an interest in interviewing, I had to stop at this number due to

capacity issues.
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Engaging services, faith-based organisations and community groups offered two important
benefits to this study. Firstly, the data from the professional interviews deepened my
understanding of how Black mothers experience services and the possible barriers and
facilitators to their engagement. Secondly, interviewing ‘gatekeepers’ opened a gateway to
Black mothers who had accessed formal or informal support. It is common for gatekeepers,
who are convinced of the integrity of a study, to share details of potential participants or
provide access to their clients (Kirchherr and Charles, 2018:1). In this way, researchers are
able to deploy a snowball sampling method, relying on the network of the existing sample
to recruit others who trust them (Ibid, Polit and Beck, 2004: 289). After interviewing
professionals, community and faith leaders, I asked if they would consider sharing the study

with past and present clients who could be interested.

Many of the gatekeepers were open to sharing the study within their professional networks
or with Black mothers within their past or present caseloads. However, there were some,
who despite their enthusiasm towards the study, expressed caution about referring clients.
Some expressed concern that the interview process could harm the mental health of mothers,
especially those still going through CPVA. One Black female social worker, who was also
serving the Nigerian community in London as a faith leader, feared that recommending the
study to mothers would appear as though she was ‘reporting them’ to a stranger. She was
determined not to create a sense of distrust in her relationship with mothers. Studies show
that some gatekeepers ‘prioritise protection over participation’ even in cases where the
benefits of participating in the study could outweigh the risks (McCosker et al. 2001;
Sparrman, 2014: 305; Baker, 2021: 114). Though having good intentions, the paternalistic
tendencies of gatekeepers can create an additional barrier to research participation and
further ostracise groups already marginalised, depriving them the opportunity to

communicate their experiences and needs (Baker, 2021: 115).
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I conducted focus groups with Black African and Caribbean mothers (non-victims) to gather
data on the meaning, practices and priorities of Black mothering in England and to ascertain
community attitudes towards CPVA. To recruit focus group participants, [ used convenience
and targeted non-probability sampling, pursuing Black mothers to which I already had
access and proximity. This decision encouraged snowball sampling. For example, the focus
groups mothers invited their friends to participate in online discussions. While the
interviewed Black professionals, who also served as community leaders, circulated the
victim questionnaire to women in their professional caseload and personal connections.
Targeted and purposive sampling has been critiqued for producing an unrepresentative
sample due to its preoccupation with a specific group or particular characteristics (Kirchherr
and Charles, 2018; Shaghaghi et al. 2011). Convenience sampling has received criticisms
for selection bias and creating unrepresentative sample size (Femi-Ajao, 2016; Blaikie,
2010; Guest et al. 2011). While the use of snowball sampling has been critiqued for its
reliance on pre-existing relationships among the sample, which could skew data and exclude

those existing outside of these established connections (Shaghaghi et al. 2011).

As this thesis was concerned with understanding the experiences of a specific population
(Black mothers affected by CPVA), the targeting of these individuals was essential to fulfil
the aims of the study. Moreover, as this study examines a highly stigmatised form of family
violence among a population whose views are often marginalised from research, it was
anticipated that accessing willing participants would be a challenge. Considering Black
women have the tendency to utilise personal, social, and religious connections rather than
engaging with formal support through service providers, the use of snowball sampling was

instrumental as mothers were informed of the study by those already within their network
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of trusted individuals. I also decided to use convenience sampling to maximise my existing

network of Black mothers.

Access challenges

Three Black mother-victims engaged in the study after being referred by professionals.
However, this was not sufficient, as it was important to access mothers who had relied on
informal mechanisms of support, so as to sufficiently vary the sample and avoid skewing
the data (Etikan et al. 2016 :55). Mothers who engage in the study through formal
gatekeepers are likely to have had positive encounters with providers of formal support and
possibly a different experience to those who had to navigate CPV A independently or through
informal support. Due to the under-reporting of CPVA, fewer parents are coming forward
to access service support. Moreover, the risks of doing so are heightened for Black mothers
whose children may experience racism, prejudicial treatment, criminalisation and
pathologisation within various services (Wallace and Joseph-Salisbury, 2022; Perera, 2020:
8; Gunter, 2015). To divest from overlying on professionals as the source for participants, |
made attempts to find Black mothers through social media channels, i.e., Twitter and
LinkedIn. However, soon realised it was still likely that my professional contacts would

share the flyer, reducing the likelihood of diversifying the pool of participants.

To increase the likelihood of Black mothers participating in the study, it was imperative to
diversify the sample of participants by engaging with informal support pathways such as
Black community groups and faith-based organisations. I searched online for African and
Caribbean community groups, associations and parent hubs. I also contacted the welfare
teams of multifaith and non-denominational networks, asking administrators to circulate the
flyer to their members. The feedback I received from this recruitment method was the

unwillingness of mothers to participate in the study for fear of ‘snitching’ on their children
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to a researcher. Leaders of faith and community groups invited me to speak to their members
about topics not directly related to my research. For example, due to my background in youth
work, outreach and education, I was asked to deliver a presentation to Black parents on
building positive cultural identity within their children and on the topic of online safety.
While there was no guarantee, I hoped that in giving these free sessions, I would build
rapport with Black mothers in these respective communities and make an in-person
connection which could garner interest in the research. At the end of the presentation, I
informed attending parents about my study and shared ways they could participate. Though
these parent workshops did not immediately increase the amount of mothers willing to be
interviewed, it did alert me to the desire of some mothers to share their experiences
anonymously. This brought about a necessary pivot in my research design through the

introduction of the victim questionnaire (to be discussed in a later section).

Sample

Within qualitative enquiry, it is suggested the sample range from 7 to 10 participants
(Gentles et al. 2015). As a three-pronged mixed qualitative approach was taken to data
collection, there were different samples for each method. A total of 19 Black African and
Caribbean mothers (victims and non-victims) participated in this study. They ranged from
36 to 55 years of age. All the mothers, but one, were first-generation migrants, being the
first of their families to make the UK their home. The (victim) parent sample consisted of 8
Black women who had directly experienced abusive and violent behaviour from a child they
mothered. Three of the mother-victims agreed to in-depth interviews, while the remaining
five mothers chose to share their experiences via the victim questionnaire. The (non-victim)
parent sample involved 11 Black African and Caribbean mothers participating in two focus
groups. The expert sample included 26 professionals of diverse vocational backgrounds, all

having direct experience supporting Black mother-victims affected by CPVA.
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A large sample size was unlikely in this study due to how the under-reported and highly
stigmatised nature of CPVA compounds with the racialised experiences of Black women
living in Western societies. Nonetheless, one methodological limitation caused by a small
sample size is the limited generalisability of the study’s findings. However, the aim of this
study was not to create generalisable results but to undertake an in-depth and intersectional
exploration of CPVA. The literature around the phenomenon, though fast developing, is yet
to account for how categories of race, ethnicity, culture, class and religion shape parent
experiences and navigation of this phenomenon. The aim of this thesis was to disaggregate
Black maternal experiences of the CPV A and highlight the barriers these women face when

navigating abuse and seeking help.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Establishing a criterion for participant involvement was a multi-tiered process. Participation
was open to African and Caribbean mothers of all relationship status, whether single,
married, widowed or divorced to ensure the study reflected the diversity among Black
women. The criteria of ‘mother’ was also widened to include stepmothers, biological and
adoptive mothers, and even grandmothers, as ‘grandmothering’ is considered a collective
parenting practice within Black communities (Peterson, 2018; Burnette, 1997; Smith-Ruiz,
2008). While it was necessary that the “‘mothers’ had directly experienced violence or abuse
from the child they cared for, there were no time restrictions on when the abuse occurred,
and historic accounts of CPVA were welcome. Another important criterion was to define
the type of behaviour that constituted CPVA. In Chapter 2, I highlight inconsistencies
within literature around varying definitions and terminology around the phenomenon. I
created room within my enquiry to consider a breadth of behaviours, ranging from physical

and injurious acts of violence to verbal, financial, and emotional abuse. Moreover, as this
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study adopted the 'self-defined approach' advocated by Paterson et al. (2002) and Wilcox
(2012), it was important to include any behaviour that Black mothers believed constituted
harm, abuse or violence. Lastly, in this thesis, ‘child' does not refer only to age-based notions
of individuals below 18, but rather the relationship between the victim and perpetrator
(Simmons et al. 2018: 32). Understanding the criteria of ‘child’ in a relational sense rather
than numerical category is pertinent to a study focused on Black families, as young people
within black households are likely to stay with parents above age 18 and for longer than
their white counterparts (Lei and South, 2016). However, it was a requirement that the
‘child’ displaying harmful behaviour was within the age of 12 to 25 at the time of the

incident(s).

Participant Biographies

Though 19 Black African and Caribbean mothers contribute to this study, this section
provides a brief biography of the eight mother-victims with lived experience of CPVA. The
short biographies provide some contextual insight into their background, social realities and
individual stories. These profiles are inherently incomplete as they rely on information I
gathered and what mothers were willing to share with a stranger. Yet, they are included as
a means of honouring the personhood of the mothers and acknowledging aspects of their
identity that exist outside of their challenging circumstances. I have been careful to remove

any potentially identifying details. All names are pseudonyms.

Oyinka has three children, two daughters and a son (her youngest). She is Black African,
of Nigerian descent. Although she is married to the father of her three children, she has
largely ‘solo-parented’ them since birth, as her husband lives and works in Nigeria but visits
the UK every two months. Her eldest daughter, Lola, now in her early 20s, has been

displaying controlling, aggressive and violent behaviour towards Oyinka and her two
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younger siblings since she was in secondary school. Oyinka still has a tumultuous
relationship with Lola, but the physical element of the aggression has reduced since Lola

moved out the home for work in another city after dropping out of university.

Jane has four children, three sons and a daughter (her youngest). She identifies as Black
British and did not wish to specify of which descent. She is a single mother, having parented
all her children by herself, due to their father ‘not being in a good place himself, not really
active in their lives, not really showing any interest’. Her third son, Jackson, started being
verbally and physically abusive towards her and invading her personal space at 10 years old.
He would also pull his younger sister’s hair and also hit her. Jane is a professional (social
worker) and while enduring violent behaviour from her son, was tasked with supporting

families going through a similar situation to herself.

Chardonae is a married mother of three children, one son (eldest child) and two daughters.
She is Black British, of Caribbean heritage and proudly shares how her parents migrated to
England as part of the Windrush Generation. She describes her relationship with her son
Anthony as ‘having its traumas’. When he was born, Chardonae was a single teenage
mother, unsure of who Anthony’s biological father was. For most of his childhood and
adolescence, she was a single mother, before marrying later in life and having her second
child 17 years after him. Anthony’s aggressive behaviour towards her started when he was
8 years old, when he first pulled a knife on her while angry. Chardonae experienced 10 years
of Anthony’s abusive behaviour, locking herself in her bedroom and him out of the house
to cope with the situation. Their relationship remains characterised by verbal abuse and

disrespect.
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Kike is a married mother of one child. She is British-African of Nigerian descent and has
been living in the UK for 25 years. Her son Tobi is 16 years old and is verbally abusive and
threatening towards her. Both Kike and her husband feel as though they have failed as
parents, however she reveals that ‘I always blame myself, feel as if I have done something

wrong’. As a result of her son’s behaviour, she struggles with low mood and insomnia.

Latoya is married mother of three children: a 21-year-old daughter, and two sons aged 15
and 13. Latoya grew up lacking an emotional relationship with her own mother but held
hopes of being a ‘good mother’ herself. Her daughter Sharon began displaying harmful
behaviour towards her when she was 19 years old, and this behaviour persists. Sharon would
aggressively push her mother, control her movements, and use verbal aggression to belittle

her. Sharon’s behaviour not only upsets Latoya but scares her younger siblings.

Badu is a single, adoptive mother of Black African heritage. She lives alone with her 9-
year-old adopted daughter, Ire. Badu had a ‘challenging’ relationship with her mother and
had the hopes of being a good mum. She describes her experience of living and parenting in
the UK as lonely and has felt that as a Black mother, many people struggle to understand
her. Badu has been experiencing abuse from her daughter since she was 8§ years old. Ire
displays behaviour which ranges from hitting and throwing household items when she does
not get what she wants. Badu does not personally feel responsible for the behaviour, and this
may be connected to the lack of biological or genetic connection between herself and Ire.
Badu has attempted to navigate the issue by engaging the school and often ‘giving in’ to the
demands of her daughter. She has expressed that she is often not believed when she discloses

CPVA.
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Zaya is a widowed mother, who identifies as being of Mixed Black Caribbean and White
heritage. Following the death of her husband due to terminal illness, she solo-parents her
son and daughters. Zaya considers the death of her husband is a source of pain for their only
son, Isaiah, aged 15 years old. He has damaged property around the house and uses physical
force on Zaya by pushing her and dictating her movements. According to Zaya, the common
causes of conflict between her and Isaiah are missed school days, mixing with peers, and
the possibility that he is weathering depression. In sharing her experience, Zaya is very
conscious of how Black boys are pushed into stereotypes through racial profiling and how
hostile society is towards them. These views have made her reluctant to engage in services

and support.

Elaine is a divorced grandmother of Black British Caribbean heritage. She had taken on the
role of mothering her granddaughter, Shayanna since she was a child because her mother
was unable to look after her. Elaine shared that she grew up around domestic violence in a
family she describes as being ‘very dysfunctional’. She always hoped to be married while
raising her child in a ‘good home’, but instead was a single mother in the late 80s, which
she says affected her ability to mother her daughter. According to Elaine, ‘we are coming
from a family of rejection which filtered from me to my daughter to her children, and I was
left with the carnage to clean up’. Elaine described Shayanna’s past behaviour to include
threatening her with knives, kicking and slapping in addition to swearing and other forms of
verbal abuse. The impact of her behaviour on Elaine was immense and led to the onset of
depression, sleepless nights and guilt. Now, having spent some time in a psychiatric hospital,

Shayanna continues to live with Elaine, with her behaviour much improved.

Data Collection
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Data collection occurred over three research methods; semi-structured interviews, focus
groups and victim questionnaires. The purpose of a multi-method qualitative approach was
to expand the avenues through which data could be collected as the focus of the study is an
under-reported form of family violence experienced by a marginalised group. Moreover,
using multiple methods allows for methodological triangulation and creates avenues to
explore how the data corroborates or contradicts one another (Brown et al. 2015: 125;
Mason, 2002). Due to the exploratory nature of the study, it was important that participants
were active co-producers of knowledge. I wanted to use data collection methodologies that
would enhance their ability to steer the study and through their contributions raise themes
that I could not have anticipated, being an outsider to the experience of CPVA. To fulfil
these aims, I chose to collaboratively use in-depth semi-structured interviews, focus groups
and victim questionnaires. These methodologies readily lend themselves to feminist

research that centres the lived experience and voices of the interviewees (Stanley and Wise,

1990).

Semi-structured Interviews

In the tradition of qualitative research, interviews (whether unstructured or semi-structured)
are a commonly used method for data collection (Bevan, 2014; Bryman, 2016). Interviews
generate data that assist researchers in ‘interpreting the social world of their participants’
(Yeo etal. 2013: 178). They highlight critical moments in the narratives of interviewees and
its influence on the formation of their identities and lived experience (Shildrick and
MacDonald, 2008: 339; Potter, 2008). As a method of investigation, semi-structured
interviews allow ‘for a flexibility and flow of interaction between interviewer and
interviewee’ enjoining one another in knowledge creation (Yeo et al 2013). The notion of
‘give and take’ between researcher and participant made semi-structured interviews a

desirable choice (Galleta, 2013: 24; Galleta and Cross, 2013). The semi-structured interview
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format allows the data collection process to be ‘theoretically driven’ with specific variables
of interest to explore, while also allowing participants to suggest new meanings to the study
(Galleta, 2013: 24; Galleta and Cross, 2013). Moreover, it is an established practice among
scholars researching women’s lived experience of family violence to use in-depth interviews
as a prime means of data collection (Gillum, 2008; Gillum, 2009a; Humphreys and Thiara,

2003; Potter, 2007; Femi-Ajao, 2016: 119).

I interviewed participants (mother-victims and professionals) only once, using remote
interviewing techniques and video conferencing methods, namely Microsoft Teams and
Zoom. All participants (except one mother-victim) were comfortable being interviewed with
cameras on. [ explore possible reasons why the one participant declined to put on her camera
in the succeeding section on researcher reflexivity. Besides this instance, I was able to read
the body language and non-verbal cues of all interviewees. My interviews with mothers-
victims, though only three in number, were extensive and longer than the typical length of
semi-structured interviews. The shortest was 1hr 26 minutes and the longest was 2hrs 12
minutes. [t was important during the interviews to balance a degree of flexibility and giving
participants freedom to bring up issues they considered relevant, with the need to ensure the
gathered data was relevant to the inquiry, research questions and comparability of responses
between interviews (Patton, 1990; King et al. 1994; Flick, 2009). I found that having an
interview schedule helped to limit the likelihood of variability which could affect the internal

validity of the study.

The interview schedule for mother-victims and professionals were developed with the

expertise of my supervisor and created with reference to the literature review, research

objectives and questions (Ayres, 2008; Heinonen, 2015). I began each interview by
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introducing myself and the aims of the project. I reminded all participants of their right to
withdraw consent and asked them to confirm their willingness to continue with the
interview. They were informed that the conversation would be recorded for transcription
purposes and held securely. Building from this foundation, the mother-victims were invited
to discuss their status and experience as mothers. The interviews with mothers were aimed
at gaining insights into their lives, their upbringing and the aspirations they had towards
motherhood. It was important to understand their experience of CPVA, the impact of the
abuse, how they have coped with and navigated the phenomenon. However, I began by
asking them about their upbringing, fond childhood memories, and their relationship with
immediate and wider family. This was done to relax participants and give me the opportunity
to familiarise myself with their backgrounds i.e., taking note of how many children they had
and building my understanding of their native countries and cultural expectations around

parent-child relations.

When it came to asking about CPVA, I chose to describe the phenomenon using words like
‘challenging, difficult or aggressive’. I felt these terms moved away from diagnostic
terminology likely to be used in professional settings, and more appropriately, they reflected
how mothers were likely to describe their child’s behaviour. I only used the term ‘child-
parent violence and abuse’ when interviewing professionals as they were already familiar
with formal terminology. Interviews with professionals were more aligned with the average
length, ranging between 35 minutes to 1 hour 10 minutes. It was important to examine the
perspectives of formal and informal ‘gatekeepers’ with experience supporting Black women
through CPVA. On a pragmatic level, engaging gatekeepers assisted my efforts to access a
marginalised group of participants. However, in addition to this, the data gathered from these

interviews greatly enriched the study as professionals drew from their various vocational
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experiences in their responses. The themes emerging from the expert interviews centred on
the scope of support offered to Black mothers and the barriers and facilitators of successful

intervention.

Victim Questionnaire

The research design of this study was iterative. Though I began with the aim of interviewing
the mother-victims directly, it was soon revealed that there was need to pivot my approach
and include new methods. Geraldine Brown, researching the wellbeing of Black mothers
living in the Midlands with experiences of gun crime, observed that ‘in the doing of
research’ investigators encounter challenges far beyond what they anticipated when
completing their ethical approval applications (2020:3). The dynamic, messy and non-linear
nature of research is difficult to foresee (Brown, 2020; Brown, 2015) and such was the case
in this study. After several months of attempting to recruit mothers-victims, often through
informal and formal gatekeepers, it became apparent through conversations that some
mothers wanted to anonymously contribute to the study, without which were concerned by
the risks of being identified. At the start of my study, it was not anticipated that a victim
questionnaire would be necessary. However, considering the premium Black mothers placed

on anonymity, it was important to provide them a way to privately contribute to the study.

It was important to create an avenue within the data collection process to allow for
anonymous contributions. I designed a victim questionnaire to gather textual responses from
Black mothers about their experience of CPVA. This was done to widen participation in the
study. I informed the SSH IDREC of the decision to include an anonymous questionnaire in
my research methodology and received additional ethical approval. I drafted and submitted

an online survey template to the committee detailing the purpose of the study, and examples
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of the questions the participants will be asked. The questionnaire was created using Jisc
Survey software. On the landing page of the survey information was provided about the
nature and purpose of the study, the participation process, how data would be used and the

rights of participants.

After this first page, participants were required to tick a box to acknowledge this
information, confirm their age (above 18) and give their consent to participate in the study.
The questionnaire asked closed questions regarding specific information relating to the
ethnicity, age, demographic and income details of mothers. For these areas, participants
were given a drop-down list of options to choose from. Outside of this section, the victim
questionnaire utilised open-ended questioning to encourage mothers to provide descriptive
accounts of their experiences with CPVA. I shared the questionnaire on Twitter, and it was
also retweeted by notable organisations supporting Black women affected by family
violence. The survey was completed by 5 mothers, identifying as being of Black African

and Caribbean heritage.

There were limitations to using this methodological approach. As responders were unknown
to me, there was no opportunity to provide debriefing after they completed the questionnaire.
However, I provided the contact details of organisations who offer practical and therapeutic
support to Black women navigating family violence. Moreover, although some participants
may find the traditional interviewing method unsuitable and challenging to engage with
(Lareau, 2011; Willis, 2019), online questionnaires are also laborious, requiring time
dedication and a level of literacy to participate. Furthermore, though anonymity is beneficial
in other ways, it creates a barrier between researcher and participant, preventing further

clarification or elaboration on identified issues. Despite these limitations, victim
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questionnaires are an increasingly effective means of using self-narrative to explore
pertinent themes. Moreover, the victim questionnaire was created in response to the
preferences of Black mothers who wanted to anonymously contribute to the study. Without

making this necessary amendment, their experiences would have been excluded.

Focus Group Discussions

Similar to the interviews, the focus group discussions were conducted virtually, using Zoom.
The decision to conduct focus groups with Black African and Caribbean women was geared
towards enhancing collective knowledge creation around the realities, practices and
priorities of Black motherhood in England. Unlike semi-structured interviews, focus groups
are not designed to respond simply to the researcher’s questions, but rather allow for an
exploration of group dynamics and accommodation of how ‘group effect’ can shape
participant responses (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2004: 198, Montell, 1999; Freeman, 2006:
491). I wanted to utilise focus groups to observe how Black women share and produce
knowledge around their motherwork when in a collective environment. While the group
dynamic allows for collective knowledge creation, it also provides room for challenging or
rejecting assumptions around presented themes (Montell, 1999; Morales-Williams, 2014:
73). As detailed above, I used convenience sampling in recruiting focus group participants
by first reaching out to Black mothers to whom I was acquainted. This activated a snowball
effect as those mothers invited other women within their network, who were unknown to
me. However, as some of the mothers were already known to one another, this replicated a

degree of familiarity within the focus group (Finch and Lewis, 2003; Okpokiri, 2017: 73).

Two focus groups were organised with a total of 11 African and Caribbean mothers (non-
victim) participating. One focus group lasted for 1 hour 90 minutes, while the other was 2

hours and 8 minutes long. In a style similar to the interviews, I began the focus group session
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by inviting mothers to share about their upbringing and childhood. They were asked how
many children they had and to share their mothering priorities and practices. It was also the
aim of this focus group to gather preliminary findings on community attitudes to CPVA,
particularly around the perceived causes of this phenomenon. As this focus group was with
non-victims, [ used a vignette to gauge the participants views on the phenomenon. Vignettes
help to simulate dialogue and debate in group conversations through the use of real-life

examples (Mooney, 2000; Okpokiri, 2017: 62,73).

As ‘concrete illustrations’ (Schostak, 2002: 167), these scenarios draw upon the existing
understanding of participants and ‘synthesize sensitive viewpoints’ (Bradbury-Jones et al.
2014: 427; Okpokiri, 2017: 73). The vignette I presented to the mothers (see appendix)
detailed the experience of Fola, a married mother of twin teenage boys affected by CPVA.
I intentionally described non-physical forms of abuse (verbal and financial) to gauge
whether the group would firstly identify these behaviours as harmful, abusive, violent or
merely disrespectful. I was intentional in ensuring Fola was married because of the societal
and cultural tendency to problematize Black single motherhood as cause for the behaviour
of children. I also chose to include forms of CPVA that were not overt or excessive in
presentation, in order to observe how subjective interpretations of harm would manifest

within the group.

Data Analysis

Transcription (Phase 1)

Following the gathering of data, the practice of analysis is crucial in the qualitative research
process (Bryman 2016). Through an inductive, deductive or combined analytical procedure,
raw data transforms into constructs of meaning (Denzin and Lincoln, 1995; Pope et al. 2000;

Femi-Ajao, 2016: 132). From the preliminary process of transcription to categorisation and
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coding, important interpretations emerge from data (Englander, 2012; St. Pierre and
Jackson, 2014). In this study, interviews and focus group discussions were audio recorded
and transcribed. For the victim questionnaires, transcription was not required before
analysis. To assist with transcribing the interview and focus group data, I used an artificial
intelligence software named Otter.Al. The software was useful to an extent with transcribing
interviews of professionals, however the quality of transcription significantly reduced for
the interviews with mothers and the focus groups. I reflected on the plausible reasons for
this. Though the professionals came from a range of different backgrounds, they used formal
dialogue in their interviews and spoke with British accents. Predictably, Otter A.I was able
to translate their speech well. However, the conversations with mothers (victims and non-
victims) were poorly transcribed by the software. This was surprising to observe as all of
the mothers (except one) were employed in professional roles including social care, teaching
and nursing (similar to experts). Arguably their interviews should have been transcribed by

the software to the same standard as the professionals.

Reflecting on possible differentiating factors, I realised that because I was intentional in
building rapport with the mothers, there was a sense of informality and openness in our
discussions. This atmosphere of familiarity meant mothers were comfortable using
colloquial terms, speaking in pidgin (broken) English or freely speak in their native accents.
Observing this behaviour brought to mind the reality of ‘racial code-switching’ among Black
people in the workplace to be accepted and perceived as professional (McCluney et al.
2021). The mother’s use of colloquial terms and native accents was not accurately
transcribed by the Otter.Al software. Hence, I spent significant amount of time correcting
and re-transcribing these interviews and discussions. After transcribing the interviews and

focus groups, the data was anonymised using pseudonyms that reflected the cultural and
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ethnic identity of the participants. Since the data gathered by the victim questionnaire did
not require transcription, I downloaded and imported participant responses from the JISC
survey platform onto my laptop and allocated each participant number with a pseudonym.
Using excel, I created a “participant information sheet’ placing the real name of participants
alongside their assigned pseudonyms to ensure accurate use. Once gathered, all the data and
transcripts were stored in compliance with the University of Oxford policy on Data

Protection and CUREC advice.

Coding (Phase 2)

Codes are described as “units of analysis’ which form the ‘building blocks’ of wider themes
that relate aspects of data to research questions (Braun and Clarke, 2006: 82; 2016; Clarke
and Braun, 2017: 297; Miles and Huberman, 1984). The coding process occurs in different
stages and can begin before data collection. There is a ‘provisional coding practice’ (Mils
and Huberman, 1994) also called ‘pre-coding’” where codes are developed based on existing
findings within the literature (Layder, 1998). However, as this study is exploratory in nature
and no specific literature exists on how Black mothers’ experience CPVA, it was not
possible to create an exhaustive list of literature-inspired provisional codes before data
collection. Nevertheless, to gather a sense of relevant themes, I reviewed literature on the
disclosure and help-seeking practices of Black women following intimate partner violence.
Although there are notable distinctions between the former and CPVA, there are studies to
suggest that in the mother-son dyad, women experience abuse in similar ways (Cottrell and

Monk, 2004; Eckstein, 2004).

Reviewing this literature, I made the preliminary step of noting provisional themes that
could be relevant at the stage of coding and analysing data. These included: faith and

spirituality, resistance to services, service distrust, strong Black woman, and notions of self-
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help. I found these pre-codes and provisional themes useful to direct my navigation of the
data in search of connections. Once transcription was complete, I re-read the transcripts
several times to ensure in-depth understanding and an immersion in the data (Silverman,
2013). While reading, I highlighted unanticipated themes that emerged from the participants.
I used the software Nvivo to assist in this inductive process and to create sub-themes
exploring the multi-layered and complex dimensions of Black maternal experience of
CPVA. As I began writing initial thoughts this created opportunity to further reflect on the

data, observing more connections between codes and themes.

Analysis (Phase 3)

Thematic analysis was most suitable for this exploratory study which focused on
understanding the social reality, behaviour, perception and lived experience of my
participants (Clarke and Braun, 2017; Miles and Huberman, 1984; Guest et al. 2012:12).
Following the codification process, thematic analysis entails identifying and interpreting
emerging patterns, commonalities and themes within data (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun et al.
2016: 84; Ladapat, 2010: 926-927). My analytical process began with a deductive approach,
as I made use of pre-conceived codes that emerged from existing literature on CPVA and
Black female experiences of intimate partner violence. However, I was cautious to avoid
coercing my data to fit within existing codes. To negate these risks, I also took an inductive
approach to analysis, choosing to follow the unique experiences of the participants
(Azungah, 2018). This study used three qualitative methods: semi-structured interviews,
focus groups and textual victim questionnaires. Using multiple methods of data collection
created an avenue for triangulation (Denzin and Lincoln 2008). My analytical process
included triangulating the data generated by each method and making thematical

comparisons to one another.
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Ethical Considerations

The process of sharing experiences of violence and abuse can be emotionally distressing
(Ellsberg et al. 2008; Garcia-Moreno et al. 2006). The sensitivities of this study required
that research was conducted ethically under established ethical standards to prevent
exposing participants to harm (Patton, 2015; Ritchie et al. 2013; Polgar and Thomas, 2013).
Before beginning the study, ethical approval was sought and granted by the University of
Oxford SSH IDREC) on 7" February 2022. Research Ethics Reference: R79763/RE001. I
adhered and maintained the ethical standards and policies set by the University. I informed
all participants (of interviews, focus groups and victim questionnaire) about the purpose,
methods and potential risks of participating in the research. Before engaging participants, I
ensured that our initial correspondence clearly outlined the parameters of the study. Attached
to each email was a document (letter of engagement), where I shared information about

myself, and the aims of the research.

When further interest was expressed, I sent an information sheet detailing more about the
project and a consent form to which participants placed their digital signature or printed out
their full names. Participants were reminded that they could take frequent breaks and refuse
to answer any questions that proved too distressing. They were also given a document listing
support organisations and therapeutic services they could access following the interview.
Due to lack of direct contact, there were limitations on the support I could provide mothers
who anonymously contributed to the study through the victim questionnaire. However, these
participants had a greater degree of control over what they chose to disclose, reducing the
complications that can arise with sensitive research (Burton et al. 2015; Radford et al. 2017,

Baker, 2021: 110).
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Sensitive research explores ‘the private worlds of people’ (Cowles 1988) and can cause harm
to participants through incrimination or by retribution because they disclosed experiences
relating to abuse or crime (Finch, 2001; Radford et al. 2017). Thus, when researching
experiences of interpersonal violence, ensuring the security of participants is crucial (Baker,
2021 :110). Moreover, specific information can be shared about participants experiences
with their children and other family dynamics which can increase the risk that they could be
identified (Okpokiri, 2017: 81; Bickford and Nisker, 2015: 278). To combat these risks and
preserve anonymity, [ assigned participants pseudonyms and did the same for named

children and other family members (Elliot, 2005; Long and Johnson, 2007).

Interviews with survivors of violence, trauma and abuse can also aid the healing process
(Taylor, 2002; Baker, 2021: 98). It was my aim to make the interviews and focus groups a
space where mothers can candidly share their experiences. I received comments from
participants acknowledging and appreciating the outlet for discussion. One mother even
described her interview as feeling ‘like therapy’ (Chardonae). It was reassuring to see that
at least one participant in this study vocalised that value of the interview in supporting their
emotional wellbeing. It was a humbling experience to have mothers share such challenging
with a stranger in the hope to raise awareness and possibly help others. Seeing the
vulnerability of the participants made me determined to make ‘something’ of the sensitive
knowledge they shared about their lives. However, I soon realised that the specific impact

of one’s research was not a guarantee nor was it subject to one’s control.

Reflexivity and the Role of the Researcher
In qualitative research, the researcher is a ‘facilitator-observer’ and ‘primary instrument’ of
data collection (Bey, 2020; Willis et al. 2016). As Letherby observes, ‘social scientists...are

part of the world we study’ (2003:8; Brown, 2015). Stanley and Wise (2003) note that the
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production and interpretation of knowledge occurs contextually, often reflecting our social
locations. They coined the term ‘accountable knowledge’ which acknowledges the
relationship between research process and product (Stanley and Wise, 1993; Letherby, 2003;
Brown, 2015). Researchers must take caution to identify the beliefs, bias, personal
assumptions and values that can subjectively impact the research process (Smith and Noble,
2014; Roulston and Shelton, 2015; Clarke et al. 2015: 43). The aim of reflexive practice in
the qualitative research process is not to eliminate personal beliefs but ensure that empirical
enquiry is not structured around bias and subjective expectations (Roulston and Shelton,
2015). Practicing reflexivity requires making a conscious effort to identify personal
assumptions and account for how they can protect participants and the integrity of the
research process from the ‘unnecessary harms’ these subjectivities may cause (Guillemin

and Gilliam, 2004; Femi-Ajao, 2016: 145).

Attributes such as class, culture, age, race and lived experience are areas that can raise
challenges around researcher positionality (Rowe, 2014). As, there are several identities I
share with research participants, it was important that I apply a ‘self-critical lens’ to my
study and acknowledge areas of ‘intersubjective dynamics’ between myself and the
participants (Okpokiri, 2017: 82; Finlay and Gough, 2003: 4). I am a 29-year-old, Black
British female of Nigerian descent. Though born in Nigeria, I migrated to England with my
father aged two. I grew up in inner-city East London and have only visited Nigeria a sum
total of three times across my lifetime. I am the eldest of three children, and the only girl. I
am married and during the course of my doctoral study became a mother. As a Black woman
(and now mother) researching the experiences of Black mothers (mostly first-generation
immigrants), I held ‘insider status’ due to shared characteristics with participants. It was
important to reflect on how my presence could ‘critically shape the stories participants

choose to tell’ (Riessman, 2008: 50).
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While the concept of “insider’ status is met with mixed perspectives in the field of qualitative
enquiry, in this study, sharing characteristics with participants was instrumental to
understanding CPV A from a Black maternal perspective. Firstly, the credibility I held as an
‘insider’ was instrumental in securing a sample of willing participants (Odum, 2017: 39).
Black and Asian communities are often considered ‘difficult-to-reach’ populations for the
purposes of empirical research, and as discussed above, recruiting participants for this study
was a significant challenge. However, the barriers were surmountable because of shared
social identities around gender, race, culture and at times religion. For example, as a Black
woman of African descent, the mothers could identify with me due to a shared socio-cultural
background and understanding of collective values and norms around family. Furthermore,
through my experience growing up in England, I likely shared similar experiences with their
children, who were the focus of our discussion. Additionally, I believe being a female
researcher helped the mothers feel comfortable sharing aspects of their motherhood and

girlhood experiences.

Notwithstanding the many benefits, my ‘insider’ status presented challenges. While the
characteristics I shared with the mothers helped establish rapport and cultivate an
atmosphere of ease which facilitated open discussion, I had to be mindful of ‘over-
identifying’ with participants. Over-identifying with research participants engenders the risk
of agreeing or disagreeing with their statements which could contaminate the data and skew
analysis to reflect my opinions as opposed to the reality of participant experiences. Thus, to
ensure the individuality of participants and the acknowledgement of their experiences, it was
important to not over-emphasise our commonalities. Moreover, when it came to the writing

process, I had to guard against the tendency to present insightful data as ‘matter of fact’ due
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to the existing knowledge afforded by my insider status as a Black female living in England.
As Riessman encapsulates, the pressing challenge facing researchers within insider
knowledge of their empirical enquiry is having to ‘make strange what appears utterly

familiar’ (2005: 90; Okpokiri, 2017: 57).

Though gender was a dominant identity shared between the mothers and 1, it is insufficient
in itself as there were other ways I presented as an ‘outsider’ to the experiences of the
participants (Riessman, 1987). Although I am now a mother, I was not at the time I was
conducting my fieldwork. Moreover, being a relatively young researcher at the time (26
years old), I was concerned that my age and my non-mother status would be a barrier to
building rapport with first-generation immigrant Black mothers and understanding the life
experiences of women parenting in their late thirties to mid-fifties. However, these concerns
did not materialise and there are various possible reasons. For instance, during my interviews
and focus groups with mothers, I often referred to my practice as a youth justice professional.
I did this to perhaps mitigate the risks of being dismissed by participants because I was a
younger woman (and non-mother) researching issues of motherhood and family violence. It
felt important to reference my background working with young people because while I did
not have a child or the experience of parenting an adolescent, I was able to demonstrate a
knowledge of the challenges facing young Black people and the issues around their

racialisation, criminalisation and pathologisation within services.

Another way I presented as an outsider to the mother-participants was that I did not have
direct experience of CPVA. When raising awareness about the study, I received questions
about why I was researching this type of family violence. With further conversations, some
revealed their assumption that perhaps my investigation was driven by a personal experience

of CPVA. There were instances I wondered if my lack of ‘lived experience’ or personal
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connection to the phenomenon would be a barrier to participants (mothers especially)
trusting me with their narratives. To mitigate these effects, I explained that while I did not
have a personal connection to CPV A, my professional experience working with young Black
people at risk of exploitation and offending has shown me how challenging and complex the
home life can be. I also shared how my involvement in a rapid research project exploring
CPVA during the Covid-19 pandemic sparked my curiosity to explore this issue further

(Miles et al. 2024).

Yet again, [ observed how suspicions around my distance to the CPVA were appeased by
my professional background as a former youth worker, community outreach officer and my
continued active participation in various grassroot projects supporting young people of
diverse backgrounds. My professional identity affected how I interacted with participants as
I was alert to their need to have their child accorded empathy and understanding. When
mothers in the focus group expressed having challenges and misunderstanding with their
children, I felt compelled to offer a ‘youth-worker perspective’ which they appeared to be
grateful for. However, it was necessary to be cautious about this approach so as to not risk

over-identifying and becoming too familiar with participants.

The power imbalance between researchers and participants can be an ethical concern in
qualitative research. Though 1 was the researcher, the mothers and professionals
participating in the study were the experts on CPVA, whether by lived experience or
specialist training. While I do not think concerns around power differentials were
exacerbated within this study, my involvement in the academy represented another level of
‘othering’ which distanced me from the mothers. As a young Black woman completing an

advanced programme at the University of Oxford, I was informed by several Black
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professionals and mothers that they considered my work ‘impressive’ and wanted to know
more about my experience studying at the institution. Despite there being no personal
connection between myself and the participants, many were comfortable to share that they
were ‘proud’ of me. In my view, rather than dictate my interaction with participants, my role
as researcher helped to offset potential barriers that could have been caused by my

(relatively) young age.

Nevertheless, to prevent any potential power imbalances forming between myself and
participants, I engaged in the following practices to ensure respect and equality between all
parties. At the start of the interview, I reminded participants that they were free to leave,
withdraw consent or refuse to answer any questions. Though I had an interview schedule
with overarching questions, it was important that participants felt in control of the direction
of conversations. I used humour where appropriate to make participants comfortable,
particularly during their reflections on childhood experiences in their native countries. At
times, I highlighted similarities between myself and the participants. This looked like
positively responding to their use of pidgin English or colloquial terms. Other times, I
confirmed their assumptions of cultural values that I was expected to know. I also used
empathetic terms and phrases while responding to their disclosures. For example: ‘I can’t
imagine how challenging that must have been for you.” Ultimately, the apprehensions I had
around being an ‘outsider’ due to my lack of direct experience of CPVA, my non-mother
status at the time of fieldwork, and being a researcher in my mid-20s, did not materialise as
pressing concerns. It seemed my ‘insider’ status as a Black female of Nigerian descent with
experience supporting Black youth who had come in conflict with the law was considered

more valuable to participants.
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Navigating a sense of ‘duty’

Irrespective of racial and ethnic background, CPVA is a highly stigmatised form of family
violence in the way it threatens societal perception of childhood innocence and disrupts
typical understanding of family hierarchy and power dynamics between parent-child.
However, as explored in Chapter 3, the Black maternal experience of CPVA is unique due
to the pre-existing ways Black children are pathologised within education, mental health,
social care and criminal justice systems and how Black and single motherhood is perceived
as the cause of social ills including youth offending and teen pregnancy. Due to my
intersecting identities, I was required to navigate role plurality at various stages of the
research process. I frequently heard Black professionals, mothers and fellow researchers
say, ‘I am glad you are the one doing this research’. It is likely there were fears that the racist
and prejudicial stereotypes already impacting the lives of Black women and their children
could be exacerbated by a study that explores how patterns of violence occur within their
homes. They emphasised the importance of someone from the Black community
undertaking this research, implying that they would sensitively handle the topic of CPVA in

Black families, ensuring neither parent nor child are vilified.

In this regard, the participants and I shared an unarticulated fear that this study could be
misconstrued as ‘evidence’ to advance the racialised narrative of Black children being
violent and aggressive. As a Black researcher, it felt like there was an implied sense of ‘duty’
on me to be intentional in the way I presented the data, accounting for all the sensitivities.
There were times I worried that in the presenting the thoughts of the mothers, I could be
misunderstood as validating their perspectives. In these circumstances, leaning on Patton’s
(1990) concept of ‘empathetic neutrality’ was important in reminding me that I need not
share the views of my participants to respect and accurately present them. Rather, I

approached the field recognising that complexities and multi-layered perspectives exist and
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to engage in the balance of acknowledging, reporting and challenging the evidence (Patton,

1990: 55; Jenkins, 2005: 69).

My position remains that it is not the quest of this study to problematize Black mothering
practices as pathway for their child’s behaviour, nor is this thesis concerned with evidencing
aggression among Black children or providing any justification for why they should be
subject to punitivism or criminalisation. However, I understand I have no control over how
this study is received or whether individuals choose to misconstrue its findings to perpetuate
their own prejudicial and racist views. Instead, the focus of this enquiry is to investigate how
the practice of Black motherhood compounds with experiences of racialisation to limit the
support pathways available to Black women affected by CPVA. I have written extensively
on researcher reflexivity and researcher positionality to identify aspects of my identity that
may have bearings on the study. Challenges come with bestriding multiple roles, and [ have
attempted to highlight a few in this section (Phoenix, 1991; Hawkins, 2010; 2015; De
Andrade, 2000; Brown, 2015: 144). However, I recognise that it is not possible to curate a
‘complete picture’ of my ‘whole identity’ within a thesis chapter (Henne and Troshynski,
2013: 467). There is much debate around insider/outsider status within academic research
(Merton, 1972; Miller and Glassner, 1997; Merton, 1972). However, I have worked towards
manging the opportunities and obstacles to the best of my ability. I occupy what Hill-Collins
(1999) describes as ‘outsider-within’ status; a unique standpoint allowing Black women to
reflect on their positioning within family, society and self to produce a distinctive analysis
on class, gender and race (Hill-Collins, 1999: 155; Morales-William, 2014: 52). Within
Black feminist epistemology, researchers possessing ‘lived experience’, even to some

degree, validates the knowledge produced (Hill-Collins, 1990; Morales, 2014: 74).
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Impact of the Covid-19 Pandemic

This study was conducted by a sole researcher within constrained budget and the fieldwork
undertaken throughout the years of the global Covid-19 pandemic. The pandemic brought
unique dimensions, benefits and challenges to this study. In July 2020, I was involved in a
rapid-research study exploring the impact of Covid-19 lockdowns on experiences of CPVA.
My participation in this project brought about a interest to further explore and disaggregate
Black maternal experiences of this phenomenon. I began my doctoral studies in October
2020 with a combination of in-person and online seminars and supervisions in the aftermath
of the pandemic. While writing my literature in my first term, I was advised by my
supervisor to undertake an exploratory mapping stage and gather perspectives from
professionals on their experience supporting Black mothers affected by CPV A. This process
was highly engaging and informative. As the pandemic had ushered in the use of online
platforms for work, education and socialising purposes, many professionals opted to
participate in the mapping stage through Microsoft Teams and Zoom. Their availability to
participate could be linked to limited commute to work and reduced in-person meetings and

home visits.

After receiving ethical clearance in February 2022, I began recruiting participants for the
interviews, focus groups and later, victim questionnaire. The pandemic brought a lasting
change to the nature of work, with many roles offering a hybrid of online and office work,
if not completely remote. Due to this, professionals and mother-participants were well
acquainted with video conferencing methods, and preferred virtual ways of contributing to
the study, even though I offered to travel to their specific locations. This brought several
advantages. Pragmatically speaking, remote interviewing methods reduced the expenditure
of time and resources. In previous times, researchers would incur extensive costs travelling

the country and beyond to interview participants, who could reschedule, cancel without
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notice or simply not arrive. Secondly, remote interviewing allowed participants time
flexibility, as such interviews and focus group discussions were scheduled for late evening,
early weekend mornings or whenever children were sleeping or otherwise engaged. Such
time arrangements would have been difficult to organise and possibly unsafe if the meetings

were held in-person.

Virtual participation allows participants to engage with research discussions from the safety
and comforts of their home (Hannah, 2012). However, as CPV A is a hidden abuse occurring
in the home, for some participants being in this environment does not offer the sense of
safety normally expected. However, because the interviews were remote and mothers could
join through devices like phones, tablets and laptops, they were at liberty to move to areas
and spaces within their homes or outside that felt safe. Combined with time flexibility,
mothers were able to participate at the time of day that was safest for them, whether due to
their child being at school, work or sleeping. Remote interviewing also gave mothers the
opportunity to choose whether or not to participate with cameras on. One of the mother-
victims, Oyinka decided to keep her camera off throughout our conversation. Although we
were on a video conferencing platform (Microsoft Teams), our conversation felt more like
a telephone interview. There was no obligation on Oyinka to be seen by me and this
increased her comfortability and willingness to share transparently. It did not feel
appropriate to probe Oyinka as to why she wanted to keep her camera off, as I thought it
was important to respect her decision and preferences around research participation.
However, her camera being off reduced my ability to read her body language and gauge any
distress caused by our conversation. To mitigate this issue, I made it a point to remind her,

and the other participants, that they can stop or pause the interview at any time.
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The mothers who agreed to be interviewed (Oyinka, Chardonae and Jane) were no longer
experiencing abuse from their children in the home. Contrastingly, the mothers who
completed the victim questionnaire were still experiencing CPVA. Although remote
interviewing would have offered these mothers a means to participate, it may be challenging
to speak on these issues from the home while their child is there. On reflection, this could
be why they opted to contribute to the study through the victim questionnaire. Though
advantageous in many ways, remote research methods come with challenges, such as issues
with technology, disruptions with unexpected visitors or deliveries. There were also initial
challenges around building rapport with some professionals through the ‘cold’ introductory
emails I sent when in search of participants. Despite these limitations, I believe the use of
remote interviewing techniques aligned with the aim of this study and significantly

improved the participation of professionals and mothers alike.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored and justified the three-pronged mixed qualitative methodologies
adopted in this thesis. Although the sample size of Black mother-victims is small, the study
does not aim to produce a work that is generalisable to the whole population. Instead, its
focus is to conduct an in-depth exploration of the narratives of Black mothers who have
experienced CPVA. Due to the sensitive nature of the study, accounting for ethical
considerations and researcher reflexivity was important to ensure the integrity of the
research. This chapter has outlined how my identity as a Black female living in the UK
provided ‘insider credibility’ and the privilege of access to participants. Despite being a
complete stranger to the mother-victims, there was an inferred sense of sisterhood or
daughterhood by virtue of our shared racial, gender and cultural identity. However, being
an insider also engendered the risk of over-identifying with the mothers and presenting as

‘matter of fact’ the unique data gathered from the study.
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Despite these shared similarities, there were ways I remained an outsider to the participants.
For example, being a young researcher with no lived experience of CPVA and a non-mother
at the time of conducting fieldwork. In light of these realities, participants were sometimes
curious about the motive behind conducting this research. Nevertheless, I believe these
factors contributed to me having some distance from the mother’s experiences which helped
navigate the challenges that can arise with insider status. This chapter has outlined the online
fieldwork parameters in which the study took place, and the effects of the global covid-19
pandemic on participant recruitment and data collection. The next four chapters draw on
empirical data to portray how CPVA intersects with race and gender in the experience of
Black mothers to deconstruct their maternity, frame their coping practices and facilitate how

they seek help.

122



FIVE: THE MAKING OF THE BLACK MOTHER: MAPPING
TENSIONS WITHIN BLACK MATERNAL IDENTITY.

Introduction

Centralising maternity in our understanding of CPVA is essential for numerous reasons.
Firstly, the state of being a mother places affected women in proximity with violence and
abuse. As shown in Chapter 2, several studies show that victim demographics are highly
gendered, with mothers being five times more likely to be assaulted by their children than
fathers (Wilcox, 2012; Gallagher, 2004; Calvete et al. 2015; Pagani et al. 2003:2004;
Edenborough et al. 2008). In a UK study of police data, Condry and Miles (2014) found that
77.5% of victims were females with son-to-mother abuse accounting for 66.7% of all
reported cases. Due to the overrepresentation of mothers as victims, the gendered nature of
CPVA can be placed within the broader field of violence against women (Edenborough et
al. 2008). Secondly, normative beliefs around the mother-child relationship, revered
perceptions of motherhood and childhood innocence, keep CPVA a hidden and highly
stigmatised form of abuse. Moreover, the legal and moral responsibilities mothers have
towards their children (despite their use of abuse) raise complications around ending the
violence and fears around relationship severance which highlight the impracticality of
‘divorcing your child’ (Holt, 2012: 9). Further consideration on the practice and experience
of motherhood can enhance understanding of what facilitates the gendered dimension of

CPVA.

The aim of this chapter is to interrogate motherhood and disaggregate the Black maternal
experience, highlighting its multi-layered and complex nature. Motherhood as a universal
experience enjoyed and endured equally among women has been challenged (Arendell,

2000). As a gendered social role, motherhood is interpreted and experienced in ways shaped
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by race and ethnicity (Jenkins, 2005: 46; Bridges and Orza, 1992;1993). Embracing the
intersections of gender, class, culture, religion and race are essential to moving beyond
eurocentric mothering ideologies to understand the nuances of Black motherhood (Odum
2017:112; Hill-Collins, 2000; Gilkes, 1983; Riedle, 1991). Furthermore, it requires an
appreciation of the cultural scripts guiding the way Black women operate as mothers within
society (Odum, 2017: 104). These scripts are dictated by gender expectations, community
influences, family dynamics and oppressive systems of racialisation (Ibid). Hill-Collin’s
(1994) concept of ‘motherwork’ is helpful. She found that Black mothers engage in
‘reproductive labour’ that links their survival and care to the survival, identity and
empowerment of their children and communities (Ibid). ‘Motherwork’ encapsulates the
Black mothering ideology that ‘individual survival, empowerment and identity require
group survival, empowerment and identity’ (Hill-Collins 1994:199). The terms survival,
power and identity warrant further exploration. While physical survival can be assumed for
White and middle-class children, the foremost priority of Black ‘motherwork’ is to
safeguard the physical subsistence of Black children, whose bodies are under threat of

systemic physical dangers (Hill-Collins, 1994:201; Coleman-king et al. 2023: 120).

On the theme of power, Black maternal empowerment manifests in dynamic ways. First is
the decision to become a mother, despite policies discouraging low-income Black women
from pursuing motherhood. Maternal power is also displayed in their fight to keep children
despite systematic efforts to disempower racial communities by separating mothers and
children (Hill-Collins, 1994: 205). Black women also exercise maternal power by drawing
on Afrocentric traditions to educate and moralise their children in their cultural heritage
(Ibid, 206). Despite the contrary efforts of mainstream institutions to exclude Black people,

Motherwork demonstrates to Black children ways to integrate their cultural norms into these
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spaces (Coleman-king et al. 2023: 120). The third theme relates to identity. Through
motherwork Black women create positive racial identities for themselves and their children,
which counter the negative narratives depicted in social institutions of Black children and
their histories (Hill-Collins, 1994; 209; Odum, 2017: 41; Coleman-king et al. 2023: 120).
Motherwork is pertinent to understanding how Black women resist racism while raising
racialised children living in oppressive systems (a point developed later in this chapter).
Overall, the interconnected themes of survival, power and identity can be observed

throughout the maternal identities and practices of participants in the study.

The argument of this chapter is structured as follows. The opening section outlines six
critical concepts which offer insight into the cultural, racial and religious scripts (narratives
and expectations) that frame Black maternal identity and practice in England. It must be
emphasised that Black women are not a homogenous group, and as such intra-ethnic
differences will exist. However, these concepts emerge from commonalities established
through interviews, focus groups and questionnaire responses from 19 African and
Caribbean mothers and mother-victims. These are the concepts to be addressed: Maternal
Might, Militant Motherhood, Matriarchal Providers, Collective Nurturers, Sacrificial
Motherhood, and Sacred Maternity. The second section examines the tensions that arise
when the reality of Black motherhood conflicts with venerated expectations. Specifically, it
discusses cultural shifts that frame the reality of child-rearing in England for Black mothers
and highlight why they are exercising autonomy over which maternal identities they choose
to adopt. For instance, while their changing views on maternal discipline may mirror the
decline in the social acceptability of corporal chastisement, it also reflects the realities of

mothering in a society with cultural expectations around family that are distinct to those in
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their native countries. The inter-generational tensions that emerge from the realities of

raising their children in a ‘mixed culture’ are also explored.

The final section considers the intertwining of Black motherhood with the resistance of
racism and the navigation of oppressive structures. Due to the negative social constructions
around Black motherhood (single motherhood particularly), Black women are subject to
scrutiny. Attempts are made to confine Black single motherhood into reductive categories
with the dichotomised stereotypes of ‘welfare queen’ and ‘strong matriarch’ being dominant
tropes. This section highlights the psychological and physical labour Black women
undertake to counter negative conceptualisations of their motherhood. The criticality of
‘motherwork’ (Hill-Collins, 1994) to the survival of Black women, their children and their
communities in racialised societies is also considered. This includes the complicated and
contradictory choices Black mothers living in western societies are compelled to make -
whether to teach their children to assimilate dominant White cultures (in order to survive)
or resist systems of racial oppression and domination (Reynolds, 2005). It is impossible for
a chapter to fully articulate the collective experiences of all Black mothers, nor does it
advance a monolithic rhetoric about Black maternity. It shows the nuances, contradictions
and complexities of Black mothering ideology and how their social and cultural experiences
can differ (Jenkins, 2005: 97). Critically engaging with Black motherhood as identity,
practice and experience is key to understanding how Black women navigate the

phenomenon of CPVA.
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Black Maternal Identities

Maternal Might

Across various Black societies, including African, Caribbean and African American
communities, becoming a mother forms a central aspect of womanhood, personal identity
and self-worth (Glenn, 1985; Hill-Collins, 2000; O’Reilly, 2004; Reynolds, 2005; Edin and
Kefalas, 2005; Olayiwola and Olowonmi, 2013; Igwe, 2022). Motherhood is said to bestow
status, privilege and empowerment to their womanhood (Emecheta, 1979; Madunagu, 2008;
Akujobi, 2011; Oyewumi, 2003). The concept of ‘maternal might’ forms the foundation on
which future expectations and dynamic typologies of Black maternal identities are built. It
shows that respectability and status are not automatically afforded to all Black mothers but
only reserved for those who demonstrate strength in the face of life’s hardships and use their

maternal might to advance the ecosystem of Black family life and community survival.

A.A: How would you say Black mums are seen within the Black community in
Britain?
Betty: Positive I would say. Very, very essential. The overall view is respect,

loved, central. And strong, also expected to be strong.

Maternal might is a pre-requisite to successful mothering practices among Black women.
Studies have linked the operation of Black mothers across public and private spheres to the
‘Strong Black woman’ trope. Where strength is characterised by self-sacrifice,
independence, dogged work ethic and the prioritisation of her family and community needs
often to the detriment of self (Liao et al. 2020; Woods-Giscombe, 2010; Beauboeuf-
Lafontant, 2007). Chapter 8 revisits the notion of maternal might alongside the ‘Strong

Black Woman’ trope and considers how it frames the navigation of Black maternal
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suffering, acting as a barrier to the identification of CPVA. As this chapter will show, Black
women are required to utilise their maternal might to become matriarchal providers, engage
in the collective nurturership of other Black children, remain sacrificial in disposition,
militant in their use of discipline, spiritually discerning and dogged in their resistance of
oppressive racial structures. The community wide respect for Black mothers appears

contingent on their fulfilment of expectations to display strength and respectability.

Militant Motherhood

Following the perception of Black mothers as possessors of maternal might, there is an
expectation that they raise their children within cultures of strength and fortitude. Studies
show that Black mothers centre their ‘protective care framework’ around raising and
shielding their children, who are racialised within society (Elliot and Reid, 2019). Some
women opt for authoritarian and critical mothering approaches, for example displaying
‘harsh criticism’ as a means of fortifying their children to survive in an oppressive world
(Surrency, 2021: 53; hooks, 1993; Morales-Williams, 2014: 46). By enforcing disciplinary
regimes which control the movement and social interaction of their children, Black mothers
hope to create a ‘security base’ for their children, guarding against the perceived wiles of
the West, whether those are drugs, and engaging in reckless, anti-social behaviour (Arthur,
2008; Bledsoe et al. 2011: 754; Bledsoe and Robey, 1986). Collectively, the maternal
practices and priorities of Black women are aimed at increasing the likelihood of their
child’s survival in a world that fails to recognise their humanity (Elliot and Reid, 2019;

Elliott and Aseltine, 2013; Elliot, 2012; Hill-Collins, 1994).

While the enforcement of discipline is not unique to Black mothers, the concept of militant
motherhood encapsulates the Black maternal commission to rear children with a

consciousness of inequality and racial injustice and to use discipline as a means of
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eradicating weakness, with the hopes of instilling within them a strength to survive and
contend with the harshness realities of the world. The use of extreme disciplinary measures
in the accounts of the study’s participants point to the centrality of militancy in Black
maternal identity. Physical discipline and harsh verbal reprimanding were common

practices.

‘Growing up in a West Indian culture and having friends from other Black
backgrounds, Nigerian, Ghanaian. The common theme across the cultures is you are
seen and not heard, you do not even dare to talk back to your parent, like are you

mad?’ — Miriam, Child and Adult Safeguarding Practitioner

‘My biological mother was your typical African mother, very strict, very harsh, not
understanding at all or forgiving. We didn't get on. She felt I was spoiled rotten and

wanted to put me straight’— Sharon, Married Mother, Black African.

The mothers spoke of the normalisation of being raised amidst strict maternal regimes. Their
reflections revealed how commonplace militant motherhood was in Black maternal
traditions. When practiced, militant maternity supports the existence of family hierarchy and
clearly defined power dynamics between parent and child which, across Black cultures,
confirmed the narrative that mothers were to be treated reverentially. Though a seemingly
typical way to mother among Black women, there was a sense of discomfort among the
mothers about the militant dimensions of Black mothering. For example, Niecy seemed to
rely on humour when sharing how she would be physically harmed by her mother when she

tried to advocate for more freedoms while growing up.
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‘I couldn't even talk to my mum that way. Oh, the teeth... something would be
happening in your mouth. You're not allowed [laughs]. You want to advocate to go
out and the mouth will start bleeding because you're not allowed to say all that, it's

not on. [laughs]’ — Niecy, Married Mother, Black Caribbean

Another way some mothers attempted to manage their discomfort around the realities of
militant maternity were through their attempts to contextualise extreme examples of
discipline by reference to what was previously accepted as a cultural norm or normative
maternal behaviour in former times. While Niecy and Elizabeth emphasise the good
intentions underlining their mother’s excessive use of corporal punishment, it was evident
from their reflections that if such practices of militant motherhood were repeated in
contemporary times, it would cause detachment and disconnection between mother and

child.

‘It’s not that they [mothers] hate you, they wanted the best out of us. And that
[physical beating] is the only language they know. If you use the same hand to treat
a child here, you will lose that child because the child will interpret you hate them’

— Elizabeth, Married Mother, Black African.

‘They [mothers] didn't know anything else... they didn't see anything wrong with it
[physical beating]. It didn’t kill us. It wasn’t like we felt we were abused. But then
what they don't realise is, it didn't kill you physically, you're not dead, but
emotionally some of us we died somewhere’ — Niecy, Married Mother, Black

Caribbean
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To some degree, the way Black mothers practice militant motherhood, particularly physical
discipline, can be understood through a framework of care. However, the extent to which
Black women implement militant maternal regimes in their child rearing differs. While
Niecy and Elizabeth contextualised their encounters of severe discipline as being guided by
good intentions, other women vehemently stood against the practice of militant maternity
and struggled to make sense of the difficulties they encountered from their mothers under
the guise of discipline. According to Tara, physical discipline was used by her mother to
conceal her inability to regulate her emotions which resulted in a transferal of aggression

onto her children.

‘My mom was so strict. She used cane on us. When you weigh what you have done
to what you receive as discipline...it is too much. She put what she was passing

through on the children’ —Tara, Married Mother, Black African

‘As parents some of our childhood is informed by trauma. The trauma we've

gained from being beaten silly.’- Enitan, Black African, Married Mother.

The performance of militant motherhood in unpredictable ways and for elusively defined
reasons can induce high levels of mental distress, but also point to concerns around a
mother’s self-control, linking to the point raised by Tara. However, Feyi felt that receiving
physical punishment was ‘good’ in comparison to the ‘constant worry that they might punish
me’. At this stage of the focus group discussion, the women shared how their mothers
practiced militant motherhood in ways that caused harm. Feyi recounted when at 13 years
old, unwell with Malaria and experiencing loss of appetite, her mother used authoritarian

methods to forcefully medicate and feed her.
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‘I can never forget this. For Mum to force me to eat, you know what she did to me?
She put pepper in my eyes so that [ won’t see as she is feeding me and refuse the
food. I was vomiting everything she was putting in my mouth, but she put another
one again. She thought she was helping me so that I will not die, because I had not

eaten for three days.’ - Feyi, Married Mother, Black African

Mothers expressed a perpetual fear of being beaten for speaking amiss or behaving contrary
to expectations. For Sharon, meals were difficult to navigate. As she is dyslexic and went
undiagnosed throughout childhood, her behaviour was misinterpreted by her mother as slow,

stubborn and defiant. This resulted in her receiving more physical discipline.

‘Mealtimes were a terror. I didn't want to eat because I was afraid. I couldn't tell
my left hand from my right, and if I put my left hand in the food, I get this whack
that will send me across the room...when she died, it was a relief because I got

beatings all the time.” — Sharon, Married Mother, Black African.

Instead of recognising the personal challenges their children faced and addressing them in
meaningful ways, the women felt their mothers relied on physical discipline in their
attempt to moralise them. Listening to Sharon and Feyi sharing their stories, Ronke, a 45-
year-old mother of three, shared that there were times militant expressions of maternity

could be seen as malevolent.

‘The way I see it, I would call it wickedness. How can you ask your child to bring

something and the child is struggling to carry the thing, falls down, and the first
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thing you're getting is a slap on your face? ‘Are you blind? Can't you walk’ I didn't
really know much then, but I knew it was bad.” - Ronke, Single Mother, Black

African

Listening to the women’s accounts, it is apparent that whenever they displayed weakness as
children (whether falling ill, struggling to obey instructions due to physical limitations or
undiagnosed conditions such as dyslexia), their mothers responded harshly to their frailties.
Research suggests Black mothers can use critical disciplinary practices to fortify their
children with the aim of preparing them to survive independently in a harsh world (Elliot
and Reid, 2019). The use of militant mothering techniques, particularly physical
chastisement, was observed as a common practice among some Black mothers. However,
there were women who, due to their own difficult experiences of excessive maternal

discipline, challenge its purpose and continued use.

Matriarchal Providers

The responsibilities of mothering are typically confined to household labour and being a
primary caregiver to children (Jenkins, 2005; DeMeis and Perkins, 1996; Thompson and
Waler, 1989; Demo and Adcock, 1996). Early feminist theorisations of motherhood pointed
to the public/private divide between men as providers and women as nurturers as a basis of
gender inequality and female subordination in domestic spheres (Jagger and Wright, 1999;
Silva and Smart, 1999; Duncan and Edwards, 1999; Duncan et al. 2004; Reynolds et al.
2003). However, Black women were not historically confined by domestication but due to
the socioeconomic disadvantage affecting her family and community, were expected to
perform the ‘worker/mother’ role across the public/private spheres (Jenkins, 2005: 106;
Benin and Keith, 1995; Reynolds, 2005; Seguera, 1994). Again, the concept of maternal

might resurges as the means by which Black mothers discharge their duties as matriarchal
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providers, while still performing conventionally maternal roles of nurturing children. It was
clear from the mother’s account that discharging this dual-burden and aspiring to meet these

cultural expectations caused much strain.

‘As a mother, I am supposed to be providing...supposed to be nurturing my child. I
am a mom, [ am supposed to be the leader of this child” — Mabel, Single Mother,

Black Caribbean.

‘I was struggling to put food on the table. I was a student studying social work with
five children. My head was like popcorn (laughs)’ - Elizabeth, Black African,

Married Mother and Social Worker

During enslavement, Black women were required to work plantations, labouring in fields
alongside their men and were subject to ‘gendered forms of exploitation’ including wet
nursing (West and Knight, 2017). In contemporary times, cultural expectations remain on
Black mothers to financially cater for their children and men, who due to discrimination are
affected by rates of high unemployment and incarceration (Romero, 2000; Laio et al. 2020:
85; Mama, 1995). For first-generation immigrant mothers, there was also the additional
obligation of supporting families across borders, often locating them as the main or sole
provider for their families (Ratlebjane, 2015). As a social worker, Elizabeth had supported

other Black and immigrant mothers in a similar position.

‘Mum brought three of them from Congo by herself, while their father was back

home. She had to work, send money back to Congo. She worked long-day shifts
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finishing after 9pm and then night duty as well coming back around 7am’ - Elizabeth,

Black African, Married Mother and Social Worker

The centrality of labour and financial provision in the carework of Black women was also
evident in conversations with professionals, who had to adopt flexible interventions to
support mother who were working multiple jobs alongside study commitments. Mary-Anne,
a psychologist shared the physical distance she had to commute in order to support two

African mother-victims.

‘A Southwark mom, she’s working in East Acton. I travelled there to see her for
half an hour. The other mom was a student nurse and working. She was like I can

only see you on the weekends.’- Mary-Anne, Psychologist

However, a Black mother and professional herself, Mary-Anne also discharges the maternal
obligations of matriarchal provider and could appreciate the challenges of navigating this

burden.

‘I understand that grind and that struggle. I think they appreciate that a lot. ’'m not
gonna penalise you, because you have to work to put food on the table, to create a

better future for your family’ — Mary-Anne, Psychologist

Other intervening professionals, unaware of expectations around matriarchal provision, may
misunderstand the prominence of work in the lives of Black mothers as evidence of self-
centred ambition or parental inadequacy. Chapter 7 illustrates how aspects of Black maternal

identity are problematised as being blameable for incidents of CPVA. Black mothers are
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expected to possess maternal might, and their internalisation of this cultural script then

substantiates expectations around matriarchal provision.

Sacrificial Motherhood

The intertwining of motherhood and sacrifice is well noted in literature (Ardenell, 2000).
Through the processes of pregnancy and delivery alone a woman’s body is transformed and
subject to much risk. Beyond the years of infancy, studies show that women are likely
continually sacrifice for their children, whether it be their happiness (Nam et al 2022),
interpersonal relationships or career prospects (Horne and Breitkreuz, 2014; Shen et al.
2014). In Femi-Ajao’s (2016) study on Nigerian women experiencing abuse from their male
partners, children were considered a ‘reward’ for their suffering. Mothers chose to remain
in abusive relationships, believing this would keep fathers active in their children’s lives. In
making this personal sacrifice, they hoped to be rewarded with their children becoming
successful. They sought comfort in being seen as ‘good mothers’, even though they were

unsafe in failing and abusive relationships (Femi-Ajao, 2016:162).

Similarly, the mothers in this study advanced a comparable rhetoric that sacrifice is the price
mothers pay, and it should yield the rewards of well-behaved and compliant children. For
these women, their participation in cycles of maternal sacrifice evidenced good mothering.
Linked to the purpose of a matriarchal provider, is the expectation that she utilises her
maternal might in the sacrificial service of her children and community. Hence, despite their
many sacrifices, mothers and mother-victims expressed confusion and disappointment at
their lack of reward by way of their child’s conduct. The ideology that ‘good’ mothering is
rewarded with good children highlights a tension within the idealisation of sacrificial

motherhood among Black women.
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‘If you know the number of times I have heard, ‘I did not come to this country for
them to disrespect me. How dare you? I've toiled to give you a future that is better

than what I had, how dare you treat me like that' — Mary-Anne, Psychologist.

In our communities, having a child that is naughty or bad is seen as a personal
failure. You, as a parent, have failed. - Kukua, Independent Domestic Violence

Advocate.

This belief endorses a type of ‘privatized mothering’ that dismisses the external limitations
placed on Black mothers which increase their burdens while restricting their resources and
negatively impact their mothering (Elliott et al. 2015: 367; Surrency, 2021: 55). Ultimately
this parenting philosophy is grounded in reductive explanations that mothers are to blame
for delinquency in children (Surrency 2021). Those who have negative experiences with
their children are seen as inadequate mothers (Femi-Ajao, 2016: 161; Adeloye, 2013), hence
why motherhood is intertwined with the self-esteem and confidence of Black women
(Jenkins, 2005: 119). Feelings of shame, blame and responsibility were heightened in
mother-victims and the narratives of these women are explored in the succeeding chapters
of this thesis. For instance, Chapter 7 uncovers the ways Black mothers are held responsible
for their victimhood; a perceived punishment for where they supposedly fall short of these
idealised maternal identities. While Chapter 8 addresses how idealisations of good

mothering evidenced through sacrificial motherhood creates a culture of silence around

CPVA.

Sacred Maternity

The mystical and sacred enjoin in the mothering practices of Black women. Becoming a

mother is considered a spiritual privilege permitted by a divine being (Devi, 2017: 37;
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Oyewumi, 2003: 13). Within Black art, music and stories, the divinity of mothers is
confirmed through cultural scripts that bestow a ‘halo of maternity’ on Black women
acknowledging them as supreme mothers and goddesses (Akujobi, 2011:3; Ogundipe-
Leslie, 1994). Across African and Caribbean cultures, there is evidence that the five largest
religions are practiced: Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism and Judaism (Maldonado-
Estrada, 2024). While some individuals shared these beliefs, others choose to practice
African native and indigenous religions, Haitian voodoo, folk magic, and Rastafarianism to
mention a few. The centrality of spirituality in Black maternal identity and practice was
emphasised in the experiences of mothers in this study. The practice of spiritual maternity
appeared to be framed by the mother’s formative experiences of judiciously observing
morning prayers, family rituals and devotions. For Feyi, continuing the practice of sacred
maternity was important to her, even if she did not intend to practice them as intensely in

the lives of her children.

‘It [childhood] was fun because both of them [her two mothers] were very
spiritual...the early morning prayers, you had to wake up to do morning devotion.
You can't say ‘oh no let me sleep 5 minutes more’. But now our children in UK,
you still have to go and wake them up three more times’ - Feyi, Married Mother,

Black African

Sacred maternity among Black women appeared to serve two distinct purposes. Firstly, there
was a perception of motherhood as a place of divine assignment, where women are tasked
with helping their children self-actualise, attain independence and achieve what one mother

described as a ‘God-given destiny’.
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‘Without over-spiritualizing it, I think a good mother is a mom who helps her
children fulfil their God given destiny. Lead them to where they are
independent...stand on their own two feet.... responsible members of the society

and the body of Christ.” - Sharon, Married Mother, Black African.

In addition to the belief that motherhood is a spiritual privilege and place of divine
assignment, mothers upheld the sacredness of their maternity by deploying spiritual
practices and rituals towards the protection of their children as they navigated the world.
The mothers revealed their belief in the existence of a spiritual world, and the ideology that
spiritual factors, if left unaddressed, could cause problems for their children. When children
were experiencing failure at school or in the case of mother-victims, displaying disruptive

behaviour, this was linked to spiritual attacks and manipulation.

‘It kind of hit me bad that she is not doing well. Like...spiritually are they being
attacked? Is that why they don’t want to finish school?” — Oyinka, Married Mother,

Black African

‘One mother, trying to make sense of her child’s behaviour was like 'it must be my

village people'. - Mary-Anne, Psychologist

Within West African contexts specifically, there is a communal fear around the interference
of ‘village people’. This conceptualises spiritual forces, witches, sorcerers and evil spirits
from one’s ancestral village or hometown perceived to be the cause for one’s misfortune. It
is similar to the notion of ‘evil eye’, where it is believed that due to jealousy, people were

monitoring their families and using spiritual methods to send evil to their children. The
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centrality of spirituality in Black maternal practice is evident, serving as both an obligation
and a tool to safeguard their children. As Chapter 8 will decode, sacred maternity also
manifests in the spiritual rituals and practices Black mothers deploy to cope with and
navigate CPVA. It also substantiates their decision to desist from service engagement in the

hopes of divine intervention and miraculous transformation in their child’s conduct.

Collective Nurturers

This normative expectation of mothers as agents of socialisation, carrying the cultural
responsibility of nurturing, educating and moralising their children, exists across various
cultures and societies. However, Black mothers nurture their own children alongside their
broader role as collective nurturers and moral guardians to children in their communities.
Maternal scholarship on the experiences of White middle-class women detail mothering as
an ‘interacting relationship between self/mother, family and child’ (Ribbens, 1994).
However, intersectional mothering discourses reveal that Black women construct their sense
of self, experience their individuality and practice mothering in relation to their community
(Hill-Collins, 1994; Reynolds, 2005; de la Rey et al. 1997; Mama, 1995; Sudbury, 1998;

Lewis, 2000).

Mothering in non-white communities extends beyond the realm of biological boundaries or
nuclear family constructions to incorporate ‘non-traditional’ forms of motherhood.
Collective nurturing is a dimension of ‘shared mothering’, where Black women, whether
aunties, sisters and grandmothers become ‘othermothers’ to children in their community,
some of which they are biologically unrelated (Stack, 1974; Rochelle, 1997; Lara
Villanueva, 2018). Even Black women, without biological children of their own, experience
a form of maternal responsibility towards all Black children (Reynolds, 2005; Olwig, 1999;

Hill-Collins, 1994). Collective nurturing is performed by Black mothers living in Africa and
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the Caribbean and those rearing children in the diaspora grieved the loss of collective

nurturing practices post-migrating.

‘In the African setting, everybody trains the child. We all train the child together.
It’s not like ‘this is your child, you train the child’, which is what we are doing here
[England]. I caution myself with dealing with other people's children, but it's a thing
where if your friend's child is doing wrong, you can caution them’ - Oyinka, Married

Mother, Black African

On migrating to Western nations, Black mothers experience a loss of a literal and symbolic
village wherein their children were communally raised among extended family (Ofoha et al.
2019; Onwujuba et al. 2015). Being in a long-distance marriage and solo-parenting her three
children in England, Oyinka, a mother-victim in the study, felt outnumbered and
overwhelmed without the support of her co-maternal labourers. She reported experiences of
isolation when it came to correcting her daughter’s behaviour. Oyinka believed that had her
family been living in Nigeria, her daughter would be subject to collective nurturing by
herself and othermothers. Within this African setting, she believed CPVA would have been

challenged and her daughter’s behaviour improved.

Oyinka: ‘I only wish maybe when I took her to Nigeria, my husband agreed that we

left her there for a while. I believe things would have changed’

A.A: Why is that? What is it about Nigeria that would have changed things?

Oyinka: Because she would be in an African setting.
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A.A: What does that mean?

Oyinka: When I say African setting, like she'll be where everybody trains the child.
In Nigeria, she will have people around that she won’t be able to...like nobody’s
going to tolerate her threatening anybody. She has two, three aunties that will tell
her no, you are wrong. Whereas here, it is only your voice and the systems are now

backing her.

Whether, or not raising her child in Nigeria would have had any effect on her daughter’s
conduct cannot be determined. However, Oyinka’s perspective illuminates the centrality of
collective nurturing in Black maternal identity and practices, even for those parenting in the
diaspora. Black women understand their motherwork is a collective nurturing effort towards
their children and all Black children in their communities. Mothers who were isolated from
family by distance or migration turned to Black-led parent groups, cultural societies, and
faith communities to find a community of matriarchs and othermothers. Succeeding chapters
will demonstrate how ‘collective nurturership’ though an aspect of Black maternal identity
has its limitations. Chapter 6 will show how the sharing of maternal burdens as a practice of
collective nurturing can become a pathway to CPVA, particularly when a mother’s
intentions are misunderstood by their child. Chapter 7 explores how Black mothers use
collective nurturing practices as a tool of shame and reputational management following
CPVA, while Chapter 8§ emphasises the criticality of collective nurturing in how Black

women navigate this form of suffering.

Tensions between Idealised Motherhood and Challenging Realities
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The first section has outlined six concepts that provide critical insight into Black maternal
identity and frame the complex, and often contradictory meanings associated to motherhood
within African and Caribbean cultures. While each concept puts forward an idealised version
of Black mothering, in actuality, women encounter tensions when navigating the reality of
motherhood in light of these venerated expectations. This segment explores the cultural
shifts that accompany the reality of child-rearing in England. It also considers how some
Black mothers, though aware of idealised Black maternal identities, choose to discontinue

specific mothering practices to account for contemporary realities.

Changing views about maternal discipline

‘It is impossible to escape your past completely. You are shaped, you are moulded
by your history, your environment, we know that.” — Sharon, Married Mother,

Black African.

There was some recognition that while the mothers could not fully disentangle themselves
from their experiences of being mothered, they could resolve to discontinue using militant
maternal approaches with their children and adopt a more nurturing practice. The women
did not disregard the idealised view of Black mothers as chief disciplinarians and
acknowledged its continued practiced in their native countries. However, due to their
childhood experiences of militant motherhood, three women shared their changing views
around maternal discipline and their commitment to mother differently to the way they were
raised. For Tara, a nurturing maternal practice looked like being open to the perspectives of
her children, listening to their contributions and, when unhappy with their conduct, relying

on spiritual practices as opposed to punitive measures to change their behaviour.
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“The relationship that I had with my mum changed me...because of the love that I
expected to receive from her which I could not have, I make sure that I am open to
my children and listen to them. Any issue between me and my husband, I don't
place it on them. If I observe something that I'm not happy with... my mother
would start screaming and shouting...but because I believe in God, I pray more

about it...” - Tara, Married Mother, Black African

Similarly, Chioma’s aspirations towards motherhood were driven by a desire to re-parent
herself and extend to her children the type of nurturing she desired but did not receive due

to her mother’s militant maternal practices.

‘My relationship with my mom made me want to have kids, so that I can change
everything that had gone wrong, change all the issues and problems I faced. One of
the things is being open. For me, relating to my kids, I am open and vulnerable.” —

Chioma, Married Mother, Black African

Likewise, Enitan prioritises friendship building with her sons as an essential part of her
mothering practice. Instead of engaging in a power struggle for dominance or instilling a
sense of reverential fear within them (as is the practice in militant motherhood), she

emphasises the importance of being loved, liked and trusted by her children.

‘That [physical discipline] is a no-no with my children. I want my children to love

me...to like me. There were times, I love my mom, she loved me dearly, but I

didn't particularly like her. With my children, I am a lot more open...come home
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from school and tell me your news rather than be scared of telling me anything.’ -

Enitan, Married Mother, Black African

Enitan, Tara and Chioma lean towards expressions of mothering that rework the archetype
of Black women as fearsome matriarchs that cannot be challenged by their children. They
eschew the concept of militant motherhood and using tactics of control and fear on their
children, despite this often being a normalised expression of Black mothering. By
emphasising the importance of friendship, vulnerability and love in the nurturing of their
children, these mothers advance a Black maternal practice that balances maternal strength
with gentleness. Though revolutionary, their changing views on maternal discipline
encountered challenges. Two mothers highlighted that their decision to establish openness
and friendships with their children at times engendered them to be seen as weaker than their
male partners. They observed that this increased the likelihood their children directing

challenging behaviour towards them, believing there would be no consequences.

‘Because I am the friendly one, my husband is the strict to one. My kids sometimes
just ride on me. And I'm like, ‘I'm your mum. I like the banter. I like the
friendship... but don't talk to me the way you're talking to me’. I'm still working on

drawing the boundary. - Chioma, Married Mother, Black African

In using the phrase ‘ride on me’, Chioma presents an image of herself in a debased position
while her sons, in a position of usurped authority, dictate the direction in which she moves.
A Similar account was shared by Feyi who felt her decision to prioritise gentility in her
mothering, as opposed to militancy, resulted in being respected less by her children, because

she was not as fearsome as their father.
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‘In African communities, we feel children should fear the father more than the
mum. They see mum as the weaker person, they can just throw everything on. I'm
trying to tell my children that it is not true...whatever they do in the presence of
their dad is what you should do with me. You cannot respect your father more than
me. [ know moms are soft, but I think we should be equal with the father.” - Feyi,

Married Mother, Black African

These accounts highlight a tension facing Black mothers who are shifting away from militant
motherhood and maternal discipline. There seemed to arise a new challenge of securing their
child’s respect without the use of fear-inspired techniques, in comparison to fathers who
seem to maintain authoritative positions in the home. This underlines another paradoxical
aspect of Black motherhood. While the reflections of Tara, Chioma and Enitan link
authoritative and militant motherhood to harms experienced in their childhood, it seems that
to completely eschew the exercise of ‘maternal might” can mean some Black mothers may
receive differential treatment to their male partners, possibly making them more vulnerable

to their child’s disruptive behaviour.

Navigating Cultural Change

The mother’s changing views around discipline could be linked to the contemporary shift
away from the social acceptability of adult-to-child violence in the form of corporal
chastisement, which was prevalent in the 1960 and 70s (Hagan, 2024; Emmerson, 2020).
However, as first-generation immigrants, the use of corporal punishment within the
homeplace is not prohibited in African countries and Caribbean Islands, but still considered
an important part of child-rearing (Landon et al. 2023). Patty, a professional coach for

African parents navigating cultural realities of raising their children in the UK, held the view
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that without much external change, mothers are likely to repeat the practices inherent in their

upbringing. A similar sentiment was echoed by Katie, a Caribbean mother of two boys.

‘Parents parent the way they were parented because that's the only form of
parenting they know. Unless they intentionally go out of the box and figure out
other ways to parent, it automatically defaults to that’ — Patty, Parent and Youth

Coach

‘If we were to be truthful, if we were in our native country, it will be more or less
what we were brought upon. The fact that when you don't know different, you

won't do differently. - Katie, Black Caribbean, Married Mother.

As physical discipline remains the idealised norm in their native countries, it requires
reflecting on the reasons behind an attitudinal shift around maternal discipline. In the section
on militant motherhood, some of the women experienced cases of severe discipline
including forced feeding despite vomiting, the use of pepper in eyes to control behaviour,
and physically beating for dropping a heavy item or using an incorrect hand to eat. For these
mothers (Chioma, Tara, Feyi, Sharon and Enitan) their difficult childhood experiences were
enough to cast shadow on the practice of militant motherhood in Black communities. For
other women, their changing views were driven by the cultural shifts that came with living
in a country different to the one of their origin. Due to new legislative parameters and
cultural expectations around parental responsibility and family life, mothers possessed an
increased knowledge of parent-child relations which gave them the freedom to deviate from

aspects of Black maternal identity that they considered archaic or harmful.
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‘Because we are here [England], we have learned, we adapt. Society has a lot to do
with how to bring up children, as well as environment and culture. I have seen
incidents where culturally parents were parenting children how they were brought
up. The law stepped in to say, you need to learn to parent differently. I actually think
I am being a better parent here as opposed to if I was in Jamaica.’ - Katie, Married

Mother, Black Caribbean

The cultural and legislative expectations around parenting were interpreted by Katie as a
necessary force for good, particularly in protecting children from harmful cultural practices.
Sharon, a 55-year-old mother of three, felt that if she grew up a child in contemporary

Britain, it would have been necessary to be separated from her mother.

‘If I was a child today, social services would have taken me away. It was

really hard.” — Sharon, Married Mother, Black African.

Her reflection illuminates the complex perceptions and relationship Black mothers have with
social services in England. There is evidence that Black children are overrepresented within
the care system (Chand, 2000; Okpokiri, 2017; Bywaters et al. 2017). As such, Black parents
fear, among other things, that child protection laws will be used against them and their
children in racist and discriminatory ways (Okpokiri, 2017: 135-136). With these
reservations duly noted, this study has shown there are instances where Black mothers
consider it necessary for state intervention to protect children from harmful parenting
practices justified by reference to cultural practice. The perspectives shared by Katie, Enitan,

Patty and Sharon illume a standpoint not typically heard among Black mothers: an
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appreciation of how the cultural and legislative guidelines around parenting in England has

enhanced their mothering practices.

Though an insightful contribution to this discussion, these four mothers are well-integrated
into British culture. Having lived in the UK for decades, all four mothers hold registered
qualifications in helping professions as GPs, Nurses, Social Workers and Former School
Teachers. Their acculturation is significant and doubtless expedited by their professional
and educational training which has exposed them to a knowledge of safeguarding and the
ability to decipher the legislative and cultural expectations around parenting in the UK.
Therefore, they speak from a perspective not representative of the majority of Black

mothers.

Inter-generational tensions and mothering in a ‘mixed’ culture

There are Black mothers who experience parental powerlessness, particularly as first-
generation immigrants practicing family life in a foreign country and mothering in a mixed
culture. Tensions arose from the friction caused by raising children in a culture different to
their own, while learning to adapt their mothering practices to what was acceptable in
England. Beatrice’s experience of supporting African mothers aligns with studies that
suggest the desire adhere to the cultural norms is stronger among immigrants if they
migrated to Western countries in their late adolescence or adulthood (Onwujuba et al. 2015:

42; Glick et al. 2012).

‘Many of the mothers I work with were born and raised in Africa. They have been
brought up with a set of standards...expectations...values that they find difficult to
instil in their children once they arrive here or if they [children] are born here’ -

Beatrice, Black African, Married Mother, Parent Coach.
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Despite changes in a family’s cultural and physical environment due to migration, immigrant
parents embody native values and customs around family governance and move with the
intention to practice these patterns of behaviour in host countries. I asked Beatrice to specify

the tensions and concerns her clients encountered while mothering in England.

Beatrice: Mothers find it a challenge to raise them in the way that they want.
There's almost like a culture shock you know. They think how will I go about

instilling certain values, behaviours, character qualities?

AA: Can you give examples?

Beatrice: How children are presenting. Mothers don’t think they are being
respectful, not listening to them. Maybe refusing to observe their faith or share the

family’s value system. Mothers struggle to navigate that culture shock.

Cultural interpretations around respect and the scope of a young person’s autonomy within
a family differs across societies. Across Black societies, child-rearing is considered an
adult-centric enterprise in which child development is structured to suit elders' aspirations,
purpose, and desire (Onwujuba et al. 2015: 36; Bledsoe and Sow, 2011; Okoli and Cree,
2012). Rules around respect are strictly upheld within their cultures, family, and broader
society. In African communities specifically, a high premium is placed on parental honour.
Even to the extent that interrupting adult discussion or opposing their advice can be
considered rude and disgracing to the family (Ohuche, 1986; Ogunnaike and Houser, 2002;

Okoli and Cree, 2012; Onwujuba et al. 2015). These are patterns of behaviour which may
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not be seen as disrespectful by Western standpoints but culturally cause significant offence
to parents. Furthermore, kneeling, bowing, squatting or prostrating on the floor to greet one’s
parents or elderly family and community members is considered a customary display of
respect across various African countries including Uganda, Nigeria, and Zimbabwe
(Wojtowicz, 2021; Sesanti, 2010). However, another site of tensions arises where those
outside of these communities interpret these respectful salutations as punitive or a means of

subordination.

More relevant is the issue of personal values and beliefs. While in England, it may be
acceptable for a child to exercise autonomy over whether to adhere to their parent’s religious
beliefs or disagree with them, a difficult value system is upheld across Black societies. In
Nigeria where a majority of the mothers-participants are from, children are considered
communal assets answerable to and can be corrected by all elders irrespective of kinship ties
(Hron, 2008; Okoli and Cree, 2012: Akhilomen, 2006: 8). Niecy, a mother of Caribbean

descent, also advanced similar views around interpretations of respect.

‘My daughter would say, ‘Mom, it's the 21st century now, we are allowed to go
out, we can't just stay in’...I couldn't even talk to my mum that way’ Niecy,

Married Mother, Black Caribbean

She contrasts her daughter’s free speech and self-advocacy with the restricted dialogue she
had with her own mother. Though she attempts to make light of the consequences that would
follow her speaking amiss, Niecy’s comparison of her daughter’s vocality to her childhood
experience suggests that this new culture around respect may be a struggle to embrace. Her
contribution indicates that these tensions around respect are not unique to African mothers

or first-generation immigrants only but form part of wider expectations around Black family
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life and parent-child relations. Young people reserve the right to choose which aspects of
their culture to accept or reject, however ‘inter-generational tensions’ can occur between
them and their parents (Konig and de Regt, 2010: 11). The likelihood increases when young
people, who migrate as adolescents or are born abroad, struggle to navigate the reality of
being raised in a mixed culture and balance the conflicting expectations of their parents and

the host society (Glick et al. 2012: 1528; Fuligni, 2001).

While the vocality of young people is encouraged in England, expectations around the
respect and submission of children is the norm in many African and Caribbean communities.
Since the 19" Century, children in England have been publicly recognised as active
members of society. Their participation in collective decision-making and institutional
structures is considered essential to enhancing child protection, upholding children’s rights
and improving their self-esteem and skills (Sinclair and Franklin, 2000; Tisdall et al. 2008:
343). Daniella, a trained social worker, recounted the first time her children had a school

‘safety day’ and how it encouraged them to be vocal about their home life.

‘When my kids were younger, they had this whole day on child safety... got given
the Childline number...came back home with a little ego. I said, ‘yeah, that's a good
number, | wonder where the parent-line is?” They were looking at me. I said ‘yeah,
parent-line for when little kids get on their parent’s nerves [laughs]. I remember how
empowered they felt; saying 'oh you can't shout at us anymore!’. Yes, I bloody can.’

— Daniella, Mixed (Ghanaian and Irish) Mother.

While this safety education was crucial, it came without an ongoing conversation around the

remit parents had to enforce rules and discipline. Without this, ample room was given for
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young people to interpret any form of parental correction as an infringement of their
autonomy. There were mothers and professionals who felt the cultural emphasis on youth
voice offers a shield to young people who sought to take advantage or manipulate their
parents with false accusations. Though these cases may be the minority, examples of this

behaviour are important to mention.

“This era is different. Young people know their rights, they threaten with social care,
I'm gonna phone the social worker, tell the school. They do that to their parents and
their parents back down, because what can you do when a young person says that to

you?’ — Katherine, Targeted Youth Support Worker

‘When you've got children like my son that are very bold and will go and say
things...The social worker said to me, ‘when a child says something, there's a
tendency that it is very true’. They tend to believe the children first.” - Isoken,

Married Mother, Black African

Acknowledging inter-generational tensions and the challenges of mothering in a mixed
culture is not to critique children's rights or protection laws. These remain essential to
ensuring the health and safety of young people. However, this discussion highlights that
though aspects of Black maternal identity remain idealised as sacred, matriarchal and
sacrificial, there are tensions that arise in face of these challenging realities. Despite
expectations of maternal might and militant motherhood, there are Black mothers made
timid by their children and those who feel like the efficacy of their child-rearing has been
severely compromised in the West. In Okpokiri's study, one Nigerian parent

expressed"...children now exploit, even abuse the laws designed to protect them but use it
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to negatively intimidate their parents with such threats... so that injects fear into you" (2017:
137). Another parent reported, '... [they are] going out late in the night; you cannot stop
them. If you stop them, they'll report you to social services (Ibid, 136). Though a minority
of cases, it cannot be overlooked that some young people can manipulate legal protections
or use their social construction as innocent and vulnerable to the detriment of their parents
(Holt, 2012: 88; Holt, 2009; Eckstein, 2004). Chapter 6 highlights examples of how inter-
generational and cultural tensions unique to the Black maternal experience become

pathways to CPVA and exemplifies the psychological harm caused by false accusations.

Navigating and Resisting Racism and Oppressive structures

Contrary to idealisations of Black women wielding matriarchal power within their homes,
due to racialised systems of oppression, they can experience powerlessness and be subjected
to forms of judgment as they navigate life, work and motherhood in England. This final
section discusses the intertwining of Black maternity with the resistance of racism and the
navigation of oppression structures. While there are no genetic grounds for racial
classification, the formulation of ‘Blackness’ as a racial category occurred after the coerced
removal of Africans to the Global north (Wright, 2004:1). Thus, despite the rich diversity of
cultural values, histories, religions, ethnic and ancestral influences among Africans and
Caribbean, they are largely identified in Western nations through the simple, reductive and

homogenising category of ‘Black’ (Ibid).

This is particularly challenging for first-generation immigrant mothers; whose racial identity
bore no consequence in their native countries. They now ‘become black’ after migrating to
the West and experience racialization as ‘other’ (Wright, 2004). As stated in Chapter 3,

although the term ‘Black’ is used in this thesis, it does not attempt to coalesce the voices of

154



mother-participants into one monolithic maternal identity or ignore the intra-racial and intra-
ethnic differences that exist across the regions, countries and islands that comprise Africa
and the Caribbean. Rather, this term is used to reflect how African and Caribbean mothers
navigate the West as a visible minoritised group. This thesis recognises that the societal
perception and response to their Blackness significantly impacts Black maternal experiences
from healthcare and education, to employment and family life. This section considers some

of the oppressive and racist structures they are forced to navigate alongside their children.

Countering Negative Archetypes of Black Motherhood

Black women are confronted with negative messaging and prejudicial perceptions about
their maternal identity and practices. Through media, news and socio-political debates
around teen-motherhood and youth delinquency, the pathologised social construction of the
‘bad’ Black mother is perpetuated (Charlton, 2014). Chapter 3 extensively considers the use
of racialised stereotypes like the ‘Baby Mama’, ‘Angry Black Woman’ and the ‘Strong
Black Woman’ to define Black maternal identity. The Baby Mama archetype is used to
stigmatise Black lone mothers of low-income status, who utilise welfare benefits as a means
of survival and caring for their children. Through this categorisation Black women are
presented and perceived as irresponsible, lazy, greedy and unfit to mother (Hill-Collins,
1998; Gilens, 1995; Reynolds, 2005; Surrency, 2021: 58). While the racial trope of the
‘Strong Black Woman’ is one who emasculates Black men and is the ‘workhorse of her

family and the community’ (Joseph and Lewis, 1980; Reynolds, 2005; Surrency, 2021: 58).

The women in this study, whether interviewees, professionals or focus group participants,
held various relationship statuses. Some were married, while others became single mothers
through divorce, widowhood and choice. While attempts are made to confine Black single

motherhood into reductive categories, this study found that Black women become solo
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parents for various reasons and can experience single motherhood in dynamic and diverse
ways, going far beyond the dominating the ‘baby mama’ or ‘strong black woman’
archetypes. For example, Oyinka found herself ‘solo-parenting’ her three children for almost
two decades while in long-distance marriage. Her husband did not want to relocate to the
UK, considering his well-paying job in Nigeria and chose to offer his family financial
support from overseas. Oyinka shared her initial struggled to accept this version of
‘mothering’ because it deviated from the traditional upbringing, she had with both her

parents.

‘I had the burden of raising them, and whenever daddy was around, it was like
novelty, and he would come with gifts and spoil them with money and all that. I’'m
not going to say it was easy. It was difficult, especially at the beginning...because
of the way I was raised... with my two parents and my dad was a diplomat.” —

Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

Oyinka’s experience (as a married mother ‘solo parenting’ three children) disrupts reductive
conceptualisations of Black single motherhood. However, these circumstances were not
unique to her. Patty, a Nigerian mother and Parent Coach, shared how prevalent it was for
Black mothers, though married, to carrying the sole responsibility of parenting and at times

financially providing for their children.

‘A lot of Black mothers are left alone to parents by themselves. And I'm not even

talking about single moms, where dads are not around. Married mothers parenting

on their own, dads are there but silent...not involved. A lot of the pressure on the
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children's education, their welfare is on the Black woman. They are having to be

both fathers and mothers.” — Patty, Parent and Youth Coach.

My conversation with Elizabeth, a Black mother and social worker specialising in youth
justice, also highlighted the reality of married Black women who were building and
managing families across borders. This had a similar effect of making them solo parents and
sole providers for their families. It was beyond the scope of this study to interrogate why
these women remain partnered to seemingly disengaged fathers. However, the prevalence
of Black women carrying the sole burden of nurturing and providing for their families while
choosing to remain married, disrupts the oversimplified notion of ‘strong matriarch’ who

simply dismisses and emasculates Black men.

Moreover, the accounts shared above and, in the study, counter the dominant perception of
Black single mothers as ‘welfare queens’, unfit to mother and state-dependent. Rather, they
tell of women who choose to work multiple (often low-income) jobs, often alongside their
studies, to provide for their families, rather than depend solely on the state. Contrary to
societal perceptions, within Black communities, the practice of single motherhood is yet
another way Black woman are expected to display maternal might and be matriarchal
providers. This was evident in cases where fathers were absent from the home and Black
women had to depart from traditional scripts of feminine motherhood and adopt an

authoritative practice to control their child’s behaviour.

‘In a family where there hasn’t been a strong [male] role model, it could be

grandfathers, friends whatever. She is put under a microscope about how her and

the children are doing, how’s she’s doing as a parent. This can make her double in
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strength...have to be an extra strong character. Because that is missing, she’s got to

be tough... to be mum and dad in this’ — Betty, Therapist

‘My mom was a woman who divorced her husband. So, she felt like, ‘I don't want
people to think oh, because I'm not with my husband, you guys are just behaving

badly.” — Enitan, Married Mother, Black African and Social Worker.

Due to the negative societal constructions around Black motherhood and single motherhood
especially, Black women are subject to constant scrutiny. The ideology that good mothering
produces good children compounds with this stigmatisation and heightens the scrutiny of
Black mothers who are parenting alone. These observations suggest that some Black women
may feel the need to portray a counternarrative that exemplifies their internal strength and
resilience despite their challenging circumstances. By choosing to become matriarchal
providers, some Black women attempt to distance themselves from negative, racialised

perceptions of their motherhood.

Resisting the Racialisation of Black Children

Racism, used as a form of governance in Western societies, constructs the ‘other’ (members
of ethnic groups) as deviant and abnormal, while the dominant group remains ‘universal and
unquestioned’ (Hesse, 1997; Reynolds, 2005). Black women, living in Western nations have
to navigate ‘intersectional and institutional structures of patriarchy, sexism, anti-black
woman and girl racism, and classism’ as they strive towards wellness for themselves and

their families (Richardson, 2019: 25; Coleman-king et al. 2023: 121). The criticality of
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motherwork, a concept defined earlier in this chapter, becomes apparent in understanding
how Black women and their children navigate oppressive and racialised societies (Hill-
Collins, 1994). One common way Black women practice ‘motherwork’ is by asserting their
knowledge and experiences on their children, which some authors have coined to be a
‘culturally sustaining pedagogy’ (Coleman-king et al. 2023: 118). For mothers in this study,
providing racial education, alerting their children to the realities of racism and preparing
them for differential treatment in society was considered an important part of their maternal

practice.

‘I say to my children...if there are five white boys, and you are the only black boy,
and the five boys are all mucking about, if something goes wrong, you will be the
perpetrator. You will be the one they will pick.” - Enitan, Black African, Married

Mother.

‘There is a stigma already, especially if it's a black boy and all of that. I know that
there are already bad vibes, if we're to be honest, racism is real.” — Keisha, Black

Caribbean, Married Mother.

Black mothers living in Western societies are faced with complicated and contradictory
choices regarding whether to prepare their children to assimilate into or resist systems of
racial oppression and domination (Hill-Collins, 1994:209; Reynolds, 2005; Jenkins, 2005).
The writings of WEB Dubois’ on ‘double consciousness’ and biculturality explain how
Black people have to protect the essence of their Blackness but also concede with the rules,
dictation and cultural consciousness advanced by the dominating White cultures in which

they exist (Jenkins, 2005: 127; Hannerz, 1969; Young, 1974; Valentine, 1971). However, in
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teaching their children to navigate biculturality and develop strategies to respond to racism,
Black mothers must decide whether they will focus on assimilating into dominant White
cultures or resisting them (Reynolds, 2005; Higginbotham, 2001). For example, Enitan
offered her sons a strategy of avoidance, where she instructs them to ‘run’ from any sight of

trouble to avoid the risk of being marred by the negative narratives around Black boyhood.

‘So, what do I say to my children? Run. If you see they are doing rubbish, go the
other way, even though they're your friend. I don't want to hear it. Because at the end
of the day, they already have a stereotype. They have a narrative. We can't change

it, unfortunately.’ - Enitan, Black African, Married Mother.

The practice of instilling caution in children towards the existence of negative stereotypes
is a common among Black mothers, regardless of location. In the United States, African
American mothers 'recalibrated parenting strategies' in response to perceived inequalities
and fear that mainstream institutions will criminalize their children (Elliot and Reid, 2019:
197). Studies show that a Black mother’s 'protective care framework' includes limiting their
children’s exposure to violence through the monitoring of their environment by physically
keeping them at home wherever possible, limiting their socialisation with peers, telling
cautionary accounts about the dangers of surrounding neighbourhoods, and instilling a
culture of 'minding your own business' within their children (Elliot and Reid, 2019: 1999;
Elliott and Aseltine, 2013; Elliot, 2012; Furstenberg et al. 1999; Tack and Small, 2017;

Jarrett and Jefferson, 2003; Rosenblatt and DeLuca, 2012; Reynolds, 2005).

Language Barriers

For first-generation immigrant Black mothers, navigating services and systems in England

can be further complicated by language barriers and a lack of access to formal education.
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Due to their limited knowledge of the host country, some immigrant parents can suffer
greater degrees of alienation as they encounter problems accessing parenting and other vital
services (Yang et al. 2022; Kim et al. 2018a; 2018b). However, compared to them, their
children may experience faster rates of acculturation and a good command of the English
language due to formal education. An inability to speak English can undermine the parental
authority of immigrant parents (Jackson et al. 2017) as they have to rely on their children
and teenagers as ‘socio-cultural navigators’ of their new country (Yang et al. 2022; Creppy-
Hetherington, 2011). In this way children can enjoy linguistic privileges and can exercise a
form of power over mothers who are unable to speak English well or depend on them for
interpretation. Cases were shared by professionals of Black mothers whose dependence on

their children had made them vulnerable.

‘Her daughter knew how to manoeuvre her way in the system. Like, 'oh, I'm going
to call social services on you’. And her mum will be panting because she is not
literate enough to defend herself. She started using the system on mum...’ —

Elizabeth, Social Worker

‘I can think of a few examples where moms have been sole parents...haven't learned
English yet. Their sons become proxy rulers of the household because they've gone
to mainstream school, learned English and run rings around them. One time I got an

interpreter because I didn't believe he was translating properly to his mom’ — Nicolas,

Youth Offending Team (YOT) Officer

In order to empower one Black mother affected by CPVA and help her reinstate control of

the home, Elizabeth advised her to learn English. She believed that encouraging her to seek
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an education was a preliminary step to restoring normative power dynamics and re-gaining
her child’s respect. At times, Elizabeth had to use pidgin English as a means of successfully

communicating with mother-clients, who were of African origin.

‘When I sat down with her, I said, I want you to go back to school, go and do ESOL.
She said, can I study? I said, yes, but I want to perfect your English first. Your

daughter sees you as a local village woman.” — Elizabeth, Social Worker

Not only did her daughter hold a language leverage against her mother, it appeared that she
felt a sense of embarrassment connected to her mother’s inability to speak English despite
living in England. Considering their upbringing in a mixed-culture, and possibly even
having dual-citizenship, there are young people who may their biculturality and linguistic
privilege to code switch in ways that further exclude their mothers. As Chapter 8 will reveal,
considering the lack of cultural sensitivity and awareness in services, systems of oppression
can interact with CPVA to further subjugate Black mothers, resulting in their isolation and

disengagement from services.

Unsettled Status

It is worth noting that for some families, unsettled status is an issue. Though not the
experience of all the women in the study, an interview with an IDVA highlighted the
importance of factoring immigration status into our understanding of Black maternal
identity and experience. Studies have written extensively on how the lack of legal status
increases the vulnerability of immigrant women to immigration-related abuse (deportation)
and violence by their male partners (Raj and Silverman, 2002, 2003; Silverman et al. 2005).

However, in this study, an example was shared of how Black immigrant mothers with
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unsettled status or working with another’s documentation can find themselves defenceless

to manipulative children.

‘The power shifts. This is what we're seeing now. Mothers are being blackmailed by
their sons and daughters, saying, ‘I know, you're working with someone else’s
papers, so call the police if you like’ — Kukua, Independent Domestic Violence

Advocate (IDVA)

Kukua shared her experience supporting a mother who encountered harm from her teenage
son. He was aware of her unsettled migration status and knew this would limit her
willingness to engage with criminal legal services or report his abusive behaviour. The
mother’s anxiety around her unsettled migration status and the associates risks with
engaging with authorities seemed to encourage her son’s instigation of CPVA. The example
sheds light on how a similar form of coercion used against immigrant women vulnerable to
intimate partner violence could reflect the realities of Black immigrant mothers experiencing
CPVA. As this study does not directly engage Black mothers with unsettled status, this

remains an avenue for future research to explore.

Conclusion

This thesis investigates and documents the experience of CPVA from a Black maternal
standpoint. This chapter serves as a foundation to this empirical enquiry by revealing the
multi-layered practice of Black mothering. The dynamic and dialectic way Black women
interpret, and practice motherhood is essential to understanding the impact of their child’s
use of abuse towards them and their navigation of harm. This chapter contributes to

scholarship by challenging the universality of motherhood through six critical concepts
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providing insight into the cultural scripts (narratives and expectations) that frame Black
maternal identity. Namely, Maternal Might, Militant Motherhood, Matriarchal Providers,
Collective Nurturers, Sacrificial Motherhood, and Sacred Maternity. Although collectively
these concepts advance an idealised version of Black motherhood, this chapter also
demonstrates how Black women encounter tensions when navigating the reality of
motherhood in light of these venerated expectations. The emergence of intergenerational
tensions, along with the challenges of mothering in a mixed culture were provided as

examples.

For some Black mothers, the reality of raising children in a culture distinctive to their own
and adapting their mothering practices to accommodate for British norms and values was a
source of tension. The chapter also documents the re-framing of their child-rearing practices
including an attitudinal shift away from maternal discipline. While participants did not
disregard the idealisation of Black mothers as chief disciplinarians, there was a turning from
the practice of militant motherhood and the excessive reliance on physical discipline, despite
these practices being observed in their native countries. It has also been highlighted how the
differential rates of acculturation between immigrant parents and their children can be
challenging for mothers experiencing CPVA.

Finally, this chapter demonstrated the intertwining of Black motherhood with the resistance
of racism and the navigation of oppression structures. Black women experience the
racialised pathologisation of their motherhood through tropes like the ‘baby mama’ and the
’strong Black woman’. To resist these negative social constructions, this chapter shows how
some Black mothers chose to become matriarchal providers, often carrying the sole burden
of nurturing and providing for their families while choosing to remain partnered to

disengaged fathers. Such behaviours challenge the reductive and negative miscategorising
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of Black single motherhood and the oversimplified notion of the ‘strong black woman’ who
dismisses and emasculates Black men. In addition to resisting their own racialisation, the
‘motherwork’ of Black women was linked to ensuring the survival of their children and
communities (Hill-Collin, 1994). However, in teaching their children to navigate
biculturality and develop strategies to respond to racism, Black mothers are compelled to
choose whether to focus on assimilating into dominant White cultures or resisting them
(Reynolds, 2005; Higginbotham, 2001). Building on this foundation, Chapter 6 unveils the
narratives of Black women ‘mothering through’ CPVA. It is the first of subsequent chapters
to apply a critical lens to when the idealisation and reality of Black motherhood, as outlined

in this chapter, compound with the complexity of this stigmatised phenomenon.
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SIX: THE DECONSTRUCTIVE PROCESS OF MOTHERING
THROUGH ABUSE

Introduction

Becoming a mother is considered a definitive aspect of womanhood for many Black women,
representing a central piece in the formation of their personhood and self-esteem. However,
the traditional portrayal and valorisation of idealised Black motherhood, as explored in
Chapter 5, are deconstructed once a child uses violence or within the home. The occurrence
of CPVA is wide-reaching in its ability to upheave normative power dynamics in parent-
child relations and family hierarchy. As this chapter will reveal the act of mothering through
this phenomenon subjects the maternal identity of Black women to a deconstructive process,
negatively altering the experience of motherhood in distinct ways. Through a collaborative
use of semi-structured interviews and anonymous survey responses, eight mother-victims
participated in this study and shared their experiences of abusive behaviour from their
children. In addition to their responses, data has been included from focus group mothers,
some with vicarious experience of CPVA through the observation of mother-friends. Also,
incorporated is data derived from interviews with professionals who support mother-
victims. Using this layering approach allows this thesis to integrate different perspectives
and encounters of CPVA. This facilitates a mediation between professional knowledge and
mothers’ knowledge, highlighting the silences and alignments that exist between varying

accounts of this subtype of family violence.

This chapter aims to outline the deconstructive impact of CPVA on the self-concept and
personhood of Black mothers through the following stages. The first section considers the
non-physical assault Black mothers can endure from their children, the weaponisation of

words, cultural slurs and language used to cause shock, humiliation and harm their self-
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esteem. It addresses the impact of verbal abuse as silencing tool, a means of depleting the
‘maternal might’ of Black mothers and erasing their idealised function as disciplinarians.
The second section analyses the Black maternal experience of physical assault. In the wider
literature on CPVA, son to mother abuse is seen as the most common form (Pagani et al.
2009; Ibabe and Bentler, 2016; Cornell and Gelles, 1982). In my study, mothers spoke at
length about CPVA from sons and daughters. However, the child’s gender was instructive
in how their maternal identity was deconstructed. This section speaks to why Black women
were subject to the infantilising process of ‘girlification’ when facing physical abuse from
their daughters. However, when sons were physically abusive, their motherhood was
repurposed to serve as a repository of male rage. The third section considers how financial
abuse undermines the idealisation of Black mothers as matriarchal providers. While
performing the dual role of ‘worker/mother’, Black women were subject to monetary woes
caused by the actions of their children including fraud, financial harm and coercion,
alongside risks to their earning potential. Those working in helping professions specifically
social work, education, law and policing were particularly affected. This section also
establishes how money can become a site of conflict between first-generation immigrant
Black mothers and their ‘bi-cultural’ children, particularly when it came to the redirection

of financial resources towards family members living in native countries.

The fourth and final section of this chapter constructs CPVA as an attack against the essence
of ‘homeplace’. For Black women, ‘homeplace’ holds significance as an abode for nurturing
her children and a site of resistance and healing from wounds inflicted by the racialisation
and oppression associated with existing in White, Western societies (bell hooks 1990: 384).
However, when mothering through CPVA, Black mothers experienced a dismantling of

homeplace at various levels. This occurred through the use of household appliances against
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them, their children causing property damage and in two cases, engaging in criminal activity
at home (i.e drug selling and weapon storing). The safety of homeplace was compromised
as mothers were subject to carceral-like conditions by their children restricting their
movement and the surveillance of state agents like the police in the home. By exploring the
narratives of Black mothers alongside professional accounts, the chapter aims to further the
Black feminist epistemological approach and foreground Black women not only as experts
of their own experiences, but creators of knowledges around the different ways of

understanding CPVA.

Non-Physical Abuse

Cultural and Linguistic Slurs

As interviews progressed, mothers revealed a wide spectrum of abusive behaviours ranging
from verbal abuse and intimidation with weapons to physical violence and property damage.
Their narratives align with accounts in the literature on the range of abusive behaviours
parents can experience from their children (Edenborough et al. 2008; Cottrell and Monk,
2004; Holt, 2012). Of the eight mothers-victims in this study, two reported experiences of
non-physical abuse from their children. The verbal aggression included swearing, threats,
and the use of degrading names. While the notion of maternal might and the idealisation of
strength among Black mothering was outlined in Chapter 5, when subjected to her son’s
verbal assault, Chardonae described feeling like her personal strength was being depleted,

which undermined her ability to exercise control of the home.

‘Anthony was a bully. He knew how to demoralise me, sap and take out my

personal strength and control by verbalising’ - Chardonae, Married Mother, Black

Caribbean
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The use of verbal aggression in attempt to undermine mothers were consistent across both

maternal and professional accounts.

‘There were psychological behaviours there as well, like punishing mom, real
elements of DA [Domestic Abuse], saying mean things to mom, a real lack of
empathy, being quite cruel. She was only little...12/13” — Natalia, Youth Offending

Service (YOS) Manager

The specificities of verbal abuse and its impact on the personhood of Black women requires
nuanced consideration as there are distinctions in how Black women make sense of the
causes of CPVA and its impact on their livelihoods. Children displaying abusive behaviours
considered the cultural background and literacy of their mothers when seeking to weaponise
their words. They used offensive words to inflict shock, humiliation and harm the self-
esteem of their mothers. In one mother-daughter dyad, the child’s use of mother’s native

language in the verbal assault intensified the impact of her words.

‘...if mom doesn't know what slag is, who is going to call their mum a slag? That
doesn't hurt them. They say what they know will hurt. She called her mom an ashewo
[yoruba word for prostitute] because she knew that would set her mum off. Calling
her mom, a slag, it wouldn’t hit the same way. She knew the weight of the word in

Yoruba. She knew it had punching power’ - Mary-Anne, Psychologist

Understanding the extent of the psychological harm inflicted on Black mothers through their

child’s use of non-physical assault requires situating words within their cultural context.

Some young people who were bilingual or of the 1.5 generation (those who immigrated to

169



the UK in early childhood) were able to utilise cultural and linguistic slurs to inflict
emotional harm on and undermine their mothers. By using native language in the verbal
assault process, these young people intensified the ‘punching power’ of an otherwise non-
physical assault. Notably, these are words that, when spoken outside of relevant ethnic and
cultural communities, have limited if any effect. Thus, emphasising the importance of

contextualising even the most common forms of CPV A within family and cultural context.

Physical Abuse

The Infantilisation of Black Mothers

In my small group of mother victims, four described experiencing physically aggressive and
violent behaviour from their male children, while the remaining four from their daughters.
All eight mother-victims reported experiencing a range of physical violence from their
children, though to varying degrees. Physical abuse included being slapped, kicked and

assaulted with the throwing of objects.

‘I have been kicked, slapped in the face, and sworn at’ — Elaine, Black Caribbean

Grandmother.

‘He would attack me, pull my hair, get in my face and make me feel sad’ — Jane,

Black British Single Mother.

‘We’ve got parents with broken arms, black eyes, one got pushed in front of an

oncoming train’ — Cassie, Child-Parent Abuse Specialist
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Physical abuse was also observed by several practitioners when they visited homes to
conduct assessments. However, in this study, maternal identity was reframed and
deconstructed differently depending on the gender of the child displaying CPVA. Though
motherhood is typically characterised by strength, power and respect within Black cultures
and communities (Hill-Collins, 1994; Reynolds, 2005), when Black women were physically
assaulted by their daughters, they were subject to an infantilising process of ‘girlification’.
Oyinka, a Nigerian mother of three children, experienced physical and verbal abuse from
her eldest daughter. When describing her response to her daughters’ assault, Oyinka utilised
words such as ‘tackle’, ‘hold” and ‘restrain’. These verbs disguise the extremely abusive
nature of their mother-daughter interaction, and instead present the situation as a physical

altercation between two women.

‘There were times she put her hands on me. I’1l have to tackle her to the ground, sit
down on her leg and hold her hands together to restrain her from hurting herself and

me’ - Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

Oyinka’s descriptive account of how she attempted to intercept her daughters use of physical
assault is reflective of how three different practitioners described the phenomenon of
daughter-mother violence in the case of Black women. They mentioned that mothers
experiencing violence from their daughters respond to the experience as though they are

fighting another female.

‘They still experience it as abuse with the girls, but like an ‘outrage abuse’ like ‘how

dare you?’ kind of thing. It is an automatic response to protect themselves from

‘another female’ even though it’s their daughter. - Betty, Therapist
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‘With daughters, the situation is that you are dealing with another woman.’— Minika,

Child Protection and Safeguarding Lead

In one professional’s account of the mother-daughter dyad, an emphasis was placed on ‘wig-
destroying’ nature of the physical exchanges between Black women and their daughters. It
invoked the image of the hairpulling that can occur between two girls fighting, transforming
the retelling of CPVA into a form of parody. To further highlight this, the professional
referenced girls fighting in single-sex girl schools, drawing links between mothers and their
daughters in a similar way. While attention was not taken from what she described as ‘brutal-
level violence’, the reference to schools and weave-pulling had a form of comedic effect

which alleviated the severity of the abuse transpiring.

‘There's something about girls engaging in interpersonal violence with mom. They
are like ‘you're a woman, I'm a girl’. That young girl and her mom had fights. I mean
wig destroying, weave-pulling fights. It was brutal-level violence. Think about girl’s

schools which are brutal as well, it's all things go.” - Mary-Anne, Psychologist.

Here, the valorised archetype of Black women as matriarchs, disciplinarians and divine
beings were reduced to caricatures of ‘girl on girl fighting’. However, the reference to
‘weave-pulling fights’ when addressing Black mothers and their daughters is pertinent for
several reasons. Firstly, more than being purely aesthetic, hair forms part of personal
identity, self-creation, appearance, expression and consciousness of Black women (Banks,
2000; Patton, 2006:28; Majali et al. 2017; Bowles, 1990; Manning, 2010). Though some

Black women consider their hair a ‘crown of glory’, the racialisation of Black hair and the
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rhetoric of anti-blackness has a colonial legacy (Ivey and Majonga, 2016). British colonizers
deemed Black hair to be animalistic, more akin to sheep wool than human hair (Byrd and

Tharps, 2014: 4).

In contemporary times, racism towards Black hair is an experience both Black mothers and
their daughters struggle against. This is another example of how racist attitudes in oppressive
societies can depose Black mothers from an otherwise reverential position to one of shared
struggle with their child. Due to the centrality of hair to Black women and it being a
determining factor in whether or not she is respected (Banks, 2000: 29), it is perhaps then
unsurprising that in order to inflict harm on Black mothers, daughters directed their
aggression towards their hair, an area of great sensitivity, identity and source of beauty.
Daughters can target these aspects of shared identity and struggle with their mothers to
inflict harm on their personhood. The infantilisation of Black mothers occurs when their

hair, an important aspect of their womanhood and identity, is under attack in these assaults.

Another example of the infantilisation and girlification of Black mother’s experience
following CPVA can be seen in how sons attempt to influence the relationships they have
with their daughters in a way that normalises the use of abuse towards them. In Chardonae’s
experience, she only encountered abuse from her son and none from her two daughters.
However, part of her son’s abusive behaviour was his attempt to deconstruct the image of
Chardonae as a respected matriarch and reduce her to the state of being ‘handled’ as one
would a child. She believed that her son’s aim was to impair her relationship with her
daughters by encouraging his sisters to also disregard their mother. If successful, he would

recruit his siblings in the maltreatment of their mother.
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‘What he was trying to do was damage the relationship I had with the girls, his
sisters. He was like I am going to handle your mom in a certain way, and you're
gonna see me handle her a certain way.” — Chardonae, Married Mother, Black

Caribbean

There were mothers in the study who, despite responding defensively to their daughters’ use
of violence, shared that they were ‘frightened’ of them. Their very decision to act in ‘self-
defence’ shows that they apprehended real harm. Due to the overarching similarities and
struggles Black mothers shared with their daughters, there is an inverting of power dynamics
in families. Due to the feminisation of the physical abuse (i.e wig-destroying) it appeared
harder for mothers to recognise and respond to their experiences as CPVA and not merely
disrespectful behaviour. Within the mother-daughter dyad, the phenomenon seemed to
undermine their ‘maternal might’, displacing Black mothers from a position of matriarchal

honour to becoming ‘one of the girls’.

On Becoming Repositories of Male Rage

There were clear gender differences in how Black mothers interpreted and responded to their
sons’ abusive behaviour. It appeared the essence of their motherhood was deconstructed and
given new purpose as repository of male rage. As shown, when daughters displayed abusive
behaviour, Black women experienced an inverting of the power of their motherhood.
However, in mother-son dyad, CPV A was likened by both mothers and professionals to the
abusive behaviour of a male adult partner. Sons displaying abusive and violent behaviour
ceased to be seen as children by their mothers and were perceived as men to be feared. This

view of sons as men can be perceived as a form of adultification within itself.
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‘Mothers connect their son’s behaviour with their fathers. Like “you think he’s gonna
do that to me after everything I’ve been through with his dad?’. There’s a connection
in the way it’s registered and interpreted...It’s not just I am your mum, and you are
my son. This is a male being physical with a woman. Maybe mothers think they can

handle the girl but can’t the boy’ - Betty, Therapist

‘With sons, you are dealing with another man, like a husband or partner’ — Minika,

Child Protection and Safeguarding Lead

‘The boy would whip her with a broom, and tell her to shut her fucking mouth and

whatever else’ — Natalia, Youth Offending Service (YOS) Manager

When the governance of family life is underpinned by patriarchal notions that assign
mothers as domestic workers in service of other family members, and position fathers and
sons as proxy rulers of the home, women can become oppressed by this abuse of power.
Studies show that mothers who experience intimate partner violence sometimes experience
a continuation of abuse from their sons following paternal absence whether due to divorce,
separation or abandonment (Eckstein, 2004; Daly and Nancarrow, 2010; Cottrell and Monk,
2004). Cottrell and Monk suggest that through various social processes, male youth learn
that the control and domination of women, including their mothers, is acceptable (2004:
1082). Moreover, with the role of patriarch now vacant, it may be that sons ‘step up’ into
their ‘father’s shoes’ and assume a position of controlling female family members by virtue
of his patriarchal ‘birth right’ (Holt, 2021). As daughter-mother CPVA was feminised by
mothers and professionals, the attitude of Black mothers towards their son’s use of violence

was also gendered. There was a maternal logic around this abuse that was absent from how
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mothers rationalised their experience with their daughters. Chardonae described her son’s
anger as a display of ‘alpha’ behaviour and an exercise of dominance over his majority

female-membered family.

‘They [sons] feel like they can let their 'alpha’ out and throw it all over her. It's a
heavy burden mothers have to pay. I don't know who else pays that. Who else is
going to pay that price? Who else is going to be the conduit for male anger?’ —

Chardonae, Married Mother, Black Caribbean

Chardonae’s mention of the ‘alpha’ male in relation to her son’s actions is revelatory.
Originating from the scholarly field of animal behaviour, the term ‘alpha’ describes highest-
ranking individuals in a social group (Mech, 1999; Sumra, 2019). As a masculine profile
prevalent in public discourse, ‘alpha’ describes a man that occupies a dominant, assertive
role in social and professional scenarios. With the emergence of social media and the rise of
the ‘manosphere’, scholars have theorised how ‘antifeminist masculinities’ including the
Alpha and Incel interconnect with notions of toxic masculinity to frame situational and
structural power relations and incite violence towards women (Ging, 2019; Harrington,

2021).

Chardonae’s reference to this masculine profile and her figurative expression of sons who
‘let out’ their alpha and ‘throw it all over’ women suggest her belief that social dominance
is inherently within men (including male children). Her rhetorical questions ‘who else is
going to pay that price?’ points to an (unwilling) concession that ‘alpha’ behaviour is to be
expected from sons and that mothers have no choice but to respond as burden-bearers to

their male-child’s aggression. The emphasis she places on the ‘heavy burden’ and ‘price’
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only mothers pay is telling. She also expresses doubt as to who else could ‘be a conduit for
male anger’. This suggests that while other women (non-mothers) would be expected to
leave abusive male partners, a separate moral code may apply for mothers and sons. In a
way that mirrors Chardonae’s construction of a maternal burden to endure abuse from their
sons, Kukua referenced the maternal body as key to understanding the obligations on

mothers to endure.

‘Mothers are taught this is who you are. We are their safe havens. You birthed this
child; you were a home to them. You always have to be that to them. It doesn’t
change, even when they are being abusive towards you’ — Kukua, Independent

Domestic Violence Advocate.

There is a perspective that ‘good wombs have borne bad sons’ (Shakespeare, The Tempest).
However, there is a long history of parents, particularly mothers, being made legally and
morally accountable for their child’s behaviour (Feld, 1999:32; Platt, 2009; Ladd-Taylor,
2004; Mclnnis, 2021; The Learning Network, 2024; Zimbalist, 1998; Y outh Justice Board,
2022). The views from Chardonae and Kukua suggest that a life-long consequence of a
woman’s biological role as part-creator and prenatal chamber of her child is the expectation
that she will remain their place of safety, irrespective of their behaviour towards them or
others. Notwithstanding, attitudes around mother and child as forever connected irrespective
of abuse were more often invoked when instances of son-mother violence were described.
A possible reason for this could be the ideology that it is the birth of a male child that
confirms the maternity of a woman, while ‘sonless’ mothers experience a subordination to

other women (Baloyi and Manala, 2019; Caspani, 2013; Akujobi, 2009).
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Studies confirm that due to unique mother-child relations, mothers experiencing CPVA
struggle with the ‘impracticality of divorcing their children’ the way they would their
partners (Holt, 2012: 9). However, for Black mothers this impracticality is worsened by their
need to protect their sons against criminalisation and exposure to the legal system (see
Chapters 3 and 8). The subjection of Black men and boys to processes of racialisation and
pervasive social and educational disadvantage is well documented in research, for example
their over representation in criminal justice systems (Lammy, 2017; Philips and Bowling,
2017) or school exclusion statistics (Gunter, 2015; Perera, 2020; Arnez and Condry, 2021).
In this study, two professionals highlighted the prejudicial perceptions and racist treatment
of Black males. Kukua argued that perhaps in defiance of oppressive structures, there is a

favouring of Black boys within their communities.

‘The overvaluing of Black boys in our communities and that they are leaders and
we’re just submissive somebodies. Therefore, when they do things, we have so much
grace...have to bear the brunt of whatever trauma or anger they experience, so they
can become better versions of themselves’ - Kukua, Independent Domestic Violence

Advocate.

Kukua suggests there is an acceptance that the racialised experiences Black males encounter
outside the home can provoke expressions of ‘anger’ or ‘trauma’ in the home. By
contextualising the behaviour of their sons in this way, Black mothers understand the source
of the anger and are expected to demonstrate forbearance in the hopes of their
transformation. It could be argued that the differential and gendered response mothers have
towards sons who display CPVA, in comparison to their daughters, mirrors wider

community values to protect Black boys and men, irrespective of their actions.
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‘Because of how much sons are valued within the community; mothers remain quiet
about their behaviour. They protect them in the very same way they did their fathers’-

Aisha, Trauma-Informed Domestic Abuse Practitioner

This section has outlined the significant impact of a child’s abusive behaviour on the self-
concept of Black women by emphasising how CPVA inverts Black matriarchal power.
Accounts of mothers and professionals described an infantilisation process emerging
through violence initiated by daughters. In the case of sons, Black mothers became unwilling

yet available repositories of male rage.

Financial Harm

‘Black Tax’ on Matriarchal providers

The centrality of labour and financial provision in the carework of Black women was
discussed in Chapter 5 through the concept of the ‘matriarchal provider’. Those mothering
through CPVA while performing the dual role of ‘worker/mother’ were subject to various
monetary concerns, including financial harm, risks to employment and reduced earning
power. The Black mothers participating in this study were from a range of socioeconomic
backgrounds. There was Oyinka, a middle-class first-generation immigrant financially able
with the support of her husband, to sponsor their three children to attend fee-paying boarding
schools in the UK. Chardonae, though once a teen mother, always had a well-paying job and
prided herself on not needing to depend on welfare to survive. However, there were mothers
raising their children amid deprivation in urban cities like London. As first-generation
immigrants, many of the mothers and mother-victims in this study migrated to England

seeking better opportunities for their children and families. Regardless of their
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socioeconomic position, Black mothers were under obligation to financially provide for

immediate and extended family members in their native countries.

‘She would often say to me ‘it’s me that brought them [to the uk], their father is back
home [Congo] three of them are with me. I have to work to send money back home.’

- Elizabeth, Social Worker.

Black Tax (defined in Chapter 5) is the reality of many migrants and upwardly mobile Black
individuals including those in the diaspora (Mangoma and Wilson-Prangley, 2018; Sibiya,
2018). In this study this financial obligation represented a site of conflict between mother
and child, becoming a pathway to financial abuse. Children growing up ‘bi-culturally’ in the
UK can struggle to understand the financial obligation placed on their mothers and the
redirection of resources back ‘home’ rather than being used to fulfil their wants. One
professional recounted a case of a son who used his mother’s financial details to practice
fraud and make large unauthorised online purchases. The reasons he offered for causing her
financial harm and depleting her resources, were linked to material possessions he felt
entitled to. He reportedly said ‘I deserve to have all these things; other people have them.
She said she didn't have it [money], but she did. She was building a house in Nigeria; she

had the money for that. She just didn't want to give it to me so, I’ll take it’.

Immigrants who choose to build property in their country of origin do so to provide
accommodation for family members, often elderly parents, in their absence. However, this
young man understood his mother’s building project in Nigeria as proof that she was
prioritising the needs of extended family over his wants. Another case shared by a social

worker, was of a mother and daughter undergoing the process of reunification as the girl had
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recently returned home from living in placement. Her social worker described her behaviour
as ‘constantly targeting her mom’, ‘bullying’ and mounting financial pressure on her, saying
‘you better get me this, you better get me that’, leaving her mother ‘absolutely terrified’.
While there is need for caution against generalising from a small sample, these two cases
provide examples of Black mothers who felt that their financial decisions were being
scrutinised and controlled by their children. There were other examples, as recounted by
professionals, of children misusing their mother’s funds and personal details to apply for

loans, credit cards, making unauthorised bank transfers, and practice fraudulent behaviour.

‘Mum was a nurse, worked extra night shifts. Her son stole her money, took her card
and used it to make fraud. Mum didn’t know until the police showed up and arrested
her, saying she made the payments. It was her youngest son who told her what his

older brother was doing.’— Elizabeth, Social Worker

‘...taking out loans and loans and loans in her name. Stealing money, doing online
bank transfers, using parents as guarantors without permission, moms being left with

debts to pay.” — Kukua, Independent Domestic Violence Advocate.

‘He would steal from mom, take her debit card, spend money and it would just show
up on her bank statements. It got to a point where she was so tired, she came to me

at church crying” — Reece, School teacher and Faith leader.

These examples show the plight of Black mothers from families with a range of incomes,

and this extended to mothers affected by poverty. One study highlighted how the frustrations

of unemployment, deprivation and poverty can create feelings of defeat in youth at the
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limited opportunities which could manifest as aggression and resentment towards parents
(Cottrell and Monk, 2004: 1087). Similarly, in this study, poverty can place Black mothers
in a vulnerable position to their children. The respect and honour they are accorded as
mothers (or the lack thereof) can be reflective of their perceived maternal shortcomings. For
instance, deprivation can negatively impact a child’s perception of their mother as she falls

short of the expectation of being a matriarchal provider.

‘If mom is struggling financially, and the children are not having what they should
have, no stable accommodation, moving from one place to another, they may feel
hate towards their mom. They will have no respect for the mom who struggles to

look after them’. - Reece, School teacher and Faith leader

In other cases, children occupied positions of power within the home when they became co-
labourers alongside their mothers, also earning money and contributing to the household
income. Three examples were shared by professionals of cases where children were working
from a young age (as early as 12) and earning their own income (often illegally) to alleviate
financial burdens. While this does not automatically lead to CPVA, it increases the
likelihood of co-dependency between mother and child which can contribute to changing
power dynamics and make mothers apprehensive about challenging their child’s behaviour

or sudden possession of material goods.

‘I have had moms say that they feel scared of their sons because he is now 13/14,
they're big and they make their own money...how does mum deal with that? They're
just living in fear.” - Daniel, Head of Parent Engagement, and Restorative Justice

Facilitator
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‘When her child brought something back that she never gave him money for, but
she’s not asking where you got this because she will get beaten up for confronting
their child about something she cannot replace. She can’t give the child money. She
can’t buy them those designer things.” — Minika, Child Protection and Safeguarding

Lead

For such Black mothers attaining the idealisation of a matriarchal provider was essential to
maintaining normative family hierarchies. Receiving respect from their children was not
solely contingent on their ability to ‘mother’ through the provision of nurture and care, but
also entailed providing financially, confirming the positioning of Black women as the ‘work-
horses’ of their families (Reynolds, 2005). The literature on socioeconomic status and
CPVA remains inconclusive and often contradictory (Cottrell and Monk, 2004; Condry and
Miles, 2014; Agner and Huguely, 1989; Cornell and Gelles, 1982). However, this study
reveals that in the experiences of Black mothers with financial obligations outside
immediate family or those with low socioeconomic status, an inability to provide the wants
and demands of their children could result in a sense of resentment, disrespect and ultimately

the infliction of financial harm.

Penalties on Maternal Earning

Although not a direct form of financial abuse, the earning power and work-life of Black
mothers were significantly affected by their experience of CPVA. Chapter 5 has addressed
how Black mothering has been experienced as interlinked across public (economic) and
private spheres to ensure the survival of their families and communities (Reynolds, 2005;
Seguera, 1994; Hill-Collins, 1994: 48). In this study, CPV A was also experienced by Black

mothers working in helping professions. According to professionals, these mothers were
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working as teachers, social workers supporting young people exhibiting difficult behaviour,

or within intense working environments such as policing or law.

‘Half of the parents we support are in frontline practitioner roles including social
workers, police officers, barristers and the education sector.” - Cassie, Child-Parent

Abuse Specialist.

‘Across my career I have supported parents with professional jobs, high income
salaries experiencing this [CPVA]. Mothers who are social workers, senior teachers,

lawyers’ - Natalia, Youth Offending Service (YOS) Manager

Professionals recounted how these mothers rarely experienced respite from emotionally
charged environments as they were between their child’s harmful behaviour at home and
working alongside young people exhibiting similar behaviour at work. According to
Katherine, a targeted youth support worker, one mother was working as a teaching assistant
in a special needs school and became accustomed with ‘young people attacking her every
day and then her child doing the same thing at home’. Working in emotionally charged
environments may intensify the psychological impact of CPVA. Mabel, a counsellor and
psychotherapist, shared the way she supports Black mothers in helping professions, who felt

inundated by their workloads, and invalidated at work while experiencing CPVA at home.

‘Mum was a social worker. She had to deal with racism in terms of the work
environment... sometimes she will be the only Black person dealing with a case and
it would affect her emotionally. Having to deal with her child on top of that was very

difficult’ - Mabel, Counsellor and Psychotherapist
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Specific to those working in helping professions, there were concerns that the mother’s
challenging home situation would be exposed in the workplace and undermine her ability to
‘help’ vulnerable groups and fulfil her work obligations. For example, Jane believed that if
CPVA was revealed, her lack of control at home and her child’s behaviour would undermine

her professional abilities.

‘I am a social worker with lived experience of child-parent abuse. I wouldn’t have
dreamed of going to work and saying my son is attacking me and smashing the
house. I was embarrassed...I’m a professional and I can’t manage my own son’s

behaviour’ - Jane, Black British Single Mother.

‘We are very privileged that they [social workers] trust us because they won’t go to
their colleagues. They are worried about gossiping, being questioned whether they
have the fitness to practice under social care England’ - Cassie, Child-Parent Abuse
Specialist.
Two professionals recounted how mother-victims struggled to maintain an astute
professional image and were desperate to ‘hold it all together’ to conceal the vulnerability
caused by their child’s display of abusive behaviour or their engagement in criminal
activities.
‘Mum was quite a senior teacher in the borough, her son came into the criminal
justice system. She tried to overcompensate because she was a professional. You feel
vulnerable, don’t you? Like I’'m a professional, I’'m meant to have my shit together’

- Natalia, Youth Offending Service (YOS) Manager
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‘Mum was trying to be a social worker. Don’t know how she ever got to practice
because she was majorly a self-harmer and going through the active process of being
a victim to her ex-partner and her son.” - Nicolas, Youth Offending Team (YOT)

Officer

AA: ... is she a qualified social worker now?

Nicolas: Yes. It was all flagged, but she obviously managed to hold it together at

work a lot better than what I saw.

It could be inferred from these professional recounts, that the mothers in these specific cases
perhaps exerted themselves at work, in an attempt to hide challenges at home. To
overcompensate for CPVA, which is seen as a person failure, they may have directed the
‘maternal might’ they were unable exercise over their children into their careers. CPVA may
also affect the earning power of Black mothers employed in helping professions, due to the
sensitive nature of their work. One professional provided examples of children who placed
their mothers in constant fear of losing their reputation, professional registration and income

by threatening to make false accusations and jeopardise their careers.

‘We are seeing younger children, teenagers and adult children use their parent’s job
for coercion and control. An allegation of abuse towards a parent, regardless of
whether they have done it or not, they are probably going to be suspended pending
investigation. Depending on their role and position, they may never go back to that

employment’ - Cassie, Child-Parent Abuse Specialist.
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Two mothers, Ronke and Isoken, shared personal experiences of how their earning was
affected by false claims made by their child at school. Isoken’s son made exaggerated claims
about her temper, while Ronke’s child claimed he was being hit with a wooden stick at
home. They were both subject to the surveillance of state agents in their home for several
weeks (further discussed below in the section on the deconstruction of homeplace) and

suspended from work and earning over several months.

‘Because of what he said, they [school] anonymously called social services...a social
worker kept coming to my door, it was a big thing. Because I was working with
children, I was reported to Ofsted and it took me out of a job for like five months’ -

Ronke, Single Mother, Black African.

‘I had a similar experience with my son. They [school] didn’t call me, they called
MASH straight away. Weekly visits. I was open. I didn’t resist. My pin number is
very precious to me. I've worked too hard; I won't let it go. I don't want to be
barred because I work with vulnerable people’— Isoken, Married Mother, Black

African.

When Black mothers experience CPVA, their ability to function in their dual role as
nurturers and providers is significantly compromised. Though idealised as matriarchal
providers, they may become victims of CPVA and experience the strain and depletion of

their earning power and resources.

The Dismantling of Homeplace
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White middle-class mothers have historically experienced their oppression as linked to
private spheres of the home (Oakley, 1970; Firestone, 1970). However, bell hooks has re-
conceptualised private domesticity, suggesting that for Black women the homeplace is a site
of resistance and not one of domestication and subjugation. By virtue of their racialised
status as a cultural group, Black communities are marked by subordination, inferiorisation
and oppression within Western society (Reynolds, 2005). As chapter 5 explained, the
‘motherwork’ of Black women living within the Western landscape is shaped by the need
to protect their children, male partners, and wider community from discrimination (Hill-
Collins, 1994: 201). According to hooks, for Black families existing in Western societies
and a colonized world, the ‘homeplace’ held immense value, symbolising a refuge from
racism and White hatred (1990: 382). As extensively detailed in Chapter 3, the homeplace
is where Black women restore the dignity of their children and Black men by nurturing and

healing wounds inflicted by the racist domination and deprivation that accompanies existing

in White societies (bell hooks, 1990: 384).

‘My home has always been a place of safety. It's one thing I need - to feel safe at
home. The dangers are out there, the dangers are not in here.” - Chardonae, Married

Mother, Black Caribbean

The home provides ‘ontological security’ when the world can be seen as threatening (Dupuis
and Thorns, 1998: 25). Prior to the onset of CPV A, Chardonae shared that she found safety
and security in her home. However, her son’s abusive and violent conduct negatively altered
the meaning and experience of homeplace. A similar position was reflected by three other
mother-victims and confirmed through professional accounts. One mother Abeni, a married

middle-aged Black woman living in the northwest of England, described how her 15-year-
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old son would physically assault her and afterwards, lock her in the house, preventing her
from going to work. Typically, a worker of night shifts, she also recounted that on repeated
occasions he would set fire to parts of the house (garden and kitchen). Alarmed neighbours
called the fire bigrade, meaning she would be forced to leave work and return home. In other
instances, she shared that he would hold large parties into the early hours of the morning,
causing noise pollution to neighbours, who would alert police. The aftermath of these
gatherings included the destruction of some home property. Abeni sustained physical harm
from her son, damage to property and her employment hindered by his actions, all
contributing to the loss of security in homeplace. This one example illustrates how the
physical, psychological and financial impact of CPVA can interface and undermine the

security of the homeplace.

Feelings of insecurity can also be caused by children using everyday household items to
intimidate or cause harm to mothers. These include laundry baskets, coffee tables and
cutlery. Two mothers made reference to their children using knives in threatening ways
towards them. According to Chardonae, her son ‘first pulled a knife on me when he was
about seven or eight’. While another mother, Oyinka, described how her teenage daughter
had, on two occasions, reached for a kitchen knife after verbally assaulting her. Oyinka
detailed having to use the kitchen door as a shield to defend herself and avoid being harmed

by the knife.

‘When she starts shouting, she goes to the kitchen to carry a knife. I will hold the
door shut but she will put the knife through. She was trying to stab me at the point,
but I grabbed her wrist and blocked the knife off’. - Oyinka, Married Mother,

Black African.
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These two examples are severe and unusual but represent how uniquely CPVA can be

experienced and affect the homeplace.

‘She smashed the coffee table and threatened to stab mum with a broken glass from

it. Very volatile young lady.” — Nicolas, Youth Offending Team (YOT) Officer

‘If something happens that she doesn't approve of, she will threaten her mom with a
knife, and smash things up. There's been police reports.’ - Natalia, Youth Offending

Service (YOS) Manager

‘He was at home, excluded from school. Got upset because Mum unplugged the
PlayStation accidently. He picked up the laundry basket and threw it right at her’ -

Katherine, Targeted Youth Support Worker

The above professional accounts seemed to indicate that when everyday household items
were used to intimidate mothers, other forms of CPV A occurred including verbal aggression
and property destruction. In one example, the destruction of property (glass coffee table)
became a makeshift weapon (stabbing instrument). Professionals also made references to
children breaking windows and white goods and kicking doors from their hinges, which

collectively induced a high degree of insecurity.

Criminality in the homeplace
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Some professionals described examples of children engaging in criminal activity outside the
home and bringing it into the homeplace. This included weapon possession or the storing

and selling of illegal substances from the home.

‘Her son had possession of a bladed article, totally disrespectful in using the house,
putting weapons and drug money under his bed. He lost all connection with family,

treating home like a hotel’ - Nicolas, Youth Offending Team (YOT) Officer

‘Mom found cannabis in the house and decided to get rid of it. The boys got angry

that their stuff is being touched’ - Katherine, Targeted Youth Support Worker

It seemed, from these specific examples, that some young people did not share in the value
their mothers placed on the home, but instead treated it like a ‘hotel’ or storage. In one
professional account, when a mother acted in defence of the homeplace and attempted to

cleanse it of criminality by ‘flushing’ drugs down the toilet, her son became violent.

One safeguarding consultant described the case of a Caribbean mother who said: ‘I

found my child’s drugs and I flushed it down the toilet and he started going

mad’...obviously this now becomes a debt bondage situation, but Mum was not

aware of that’ — Miriam, Child Safeguarding Consultant

Carceral conditions
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Some mothers described a restriction of their freedom of movement within the home.
Professionals also recounted examples of mothers being prohibited by their children from
using communal spaces in the home, being limited to specific rooms per time or locked in

the house.

‘For fear of life, I told the other children to go into the toilet in my bedroom and lock

themselves there’ - Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

‘Grown women being forced to stay in their room by their children. [Saying] ‘you
can’t be out of your room at this time’ — Jada, Independent Domestic Violence

Advocate

‘It’s like having a presence in the room. The young person accommodates a room

and nobody else can go in there once he is in there’ - Mary-Anne, Psychologist

There were examples of mothers taking preventative measures to avoid their children by
locking themselves into rooms or making an escape when the home felt unsafe. One mother
described this act of self-confinement as occurring over several years, sharing that she spent
a whole decade ‘locking myself in my bedroom’. In these instances, restriction around the

mother’s freedom of movement transformed the homeplace into carceral-like environment.

‘Moms will lock themselves in a room to hide from their young person or they’ll

call me or panic and leave the house. Their children were ruling the roost’ -

Katherine, Targeted Youth Support Worker
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‘Mom had to physically lock herself in the bedroom while her daughter is
screaming, shouting and banging on the door’ - Natalia, Youth Offending Service

(YOS) Manager

The significance of homeplace for Black women is connected to its function as a safe space
for the nurturing and socialisation of their children. Therefore, despite the physical and
psychological harm inflicted on Chardonae by her son, she described that she felt ashamed
for her decision to temporarily remove him from the home while in search for respite from

CPVA.

‘If somebody is making me feel threat, they have to be on the other side of the
door. I don't care who that is. I was locking him out...I am so ashamed to say that

now.’’ - Chardonae, Married Mother, Black Caribbean

AA: You locked him out because you were not feeling safe in your home. Why

would you be ashamed of that decision?

Chardonae: But where does he go? Where does he go then? Because it's his home as
well. He needs to feel safe in his home. But when I lock him out, he hasn’t got a

home.

Putting aside her need to experience security at home, Chardonae viewed the primary
purpose of the homeplace as providing safety for her child. Though locking him out offered
her [temporary] respite, it brought feelings of shame for rendering her son homeless.

Idealisations around Black maternity about sacrificial motherhood, matriarchal provision
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and collective nurturership place continued obligations on suffering mothers towards those
causing them harm. Moreover, actions taken by mothers to remove children from the home

were seen to aggravate situations, causing additional damage and exacerbating CPVA.

‘When I locked him out...he punched through the window. My front door had a glass
window in it, reinforced with metal. He punched it straight though.” — Chardonae,

Married Mother, Black Caribbean

‘When I quickly closed my room door, she kicked the door so hard, saying she was
going to kill me. The hinges came off. Up until now I have not fixed the door.” -

Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

‘Mum eventually kicked him out because she was worried about her younger son
being influenced and unsafe. He would still break into the house to steal food and

beat her if she tried to stop him’. — Annalise, Children and Family Practitioner

This section highlights the double-bind Black mothers face following CPVA. Not only is
the homeplace transformed to an environment of confinement and control, a sense of
security is removed through the destruction of property and the threatening use of everyday
household items. While one mother considered temporarily removing the child instigating
CPVA from the home, she later reported feeling shame at making her child ‘homeless’.
Moreover, upon his return to the home, CPVA seemed to be exacerbated through further

property damage.
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State agents and surveillance

In addition to being a security base, the home provides a shield from surveillance (Dupuis
and Thorns, 1998: 26). This function is crucial for Black women who are subject to systems
of surveillance along with their children (Elliot and Reid, 2019; Gurusami, 2017, 2019;
Roberts, 2002). Chapters 3 and 5 discuss the racialised tropes around Black motherhood (i.e
the baby mama and strong black woman) and how these constructions of Black women as
unfit and dysfunctional mothers provide justification for the heightened scrutiny of their
parenting and their children's actions (Elliot and Reid, 2019: 198; Chaney and Brown, 2016:
12; Cammett, 2016). State surveillance of family life occurs at the intersections of gender,
race, ethnicity, and class (Dorkenoo, 1994; Holt, 2012; Wilcox et al. 2015). Thus, the
'heightened visibility' of Black women predisposes their home to state intervention (Burman
et al. 2004: 333). Several mothers in this study experienced psychological distress when
their children made false accusations to state agents (the Police) or threatened to weaponise
vital support services (i.e. ChildLine) if their wishes were unmet. Oyinka reported feeling
powerless when this form of coercion was used by her daughter, and the homeplace was

intruded by state agents.

‘She puts a knife to me and everything else but then she would just say, ‘Oh, my
mom is threatening to kill me’. I've had police come to my house three times. When
she's doing things in the house, she will say ‘I'll call the police, or I'll call my social
worker...I can call Childline.” These are the powers that they have given to her. She
could use it willy nilly against me. She could lie and say anything. This girl feels she

can do anything and get away with it.” — Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African
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Her daughter used knives in a threatening way, forcing Oyinka to re-negotiate the use of her
home by hiding knives for several months. The irony was that her daughter reported Oyinka
to the police for allegedly threatening to use knives on her. As a result, Oyinka was
compelled to open her home to the police, who wanted to investigate the legitimacy of her
daughter’s claims. As a Black woman, navigating police presence in the homeplace was a
challenging experience. To convince them against the likelihood that any child abuse was
occurring, Oyinka had to rely on the presentation of her other children as well-mannered
and ‘calm’. She was also intentional about presenting a calm demeanour to contrast the

erratic behaviour of her daughter and accuser.

‘Obviously, when they [police] come in, and she will say 'oh, this this this' and they'll
see the other children, they are all calm. I am calm, and so she is the only one going

crazy.’ - Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

When other forms of family violence occur, like intimate partner violence, the victimhood
of Black women has historically been ignored by the police due to racial stereotypes. The
victimisation of Black women remains perplexing to social imagination (Reynolds, 1997),
and this has been linked to the delayed response of statutory and justice agencies to their
disclosures of abuse. For instance, their presentation of calmness and comportment at the
time of reporting, as opposed to displaying high levels of distress, has been seen to indicate
they are not truly fearful, vulnerable victims (Wolfe-Robinson, 2019; Mama, 1989). Black
women have been forced to reassess their victimhood, and recalibrate their demand for
protection and justice, in the face of police statements such as, “I don’t think you’re as

vulnerable as you think you are” (Thiara, 2011: 230).
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For Oyinka successfully navigating police presence in the homeplace also required a display
of provision or middle-class wealth. She was the only ‘stay at home’ Black mother in the
study, whose children are privately educated in the UK. Her husband, an expat and
businessman, though living in another country, is financially responsible for the household
income. Oyinka believed that her ability to present a spacious and well-furnished home
strengthened her position as being innocent of the accusations. By displaying apparent
middle-class living standards, she believed the police would doubt that caring matriarch of

a well-resourced family could bring harm to her child.

“Then they're [police] like, where's your room? I take them to her room. She has the

biggest room in the house.’ - Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

Oyinka’s use of homeplace in this way suggests that Black women of means may rely on
class and economic advantage to attempt to navigate the state surveillance trigged by the
hypervisibility of their racial identity. In her case, her middle-class home, and specifically
the large size of her daughters’ room excluded her from the categorisation of a ‘bad Black
mother’ or ‘baby mama’ whose economic struggles and encounters of deprivation
predispose her maternity to suspicion and judgment. As outlined in chapter 3, Black women
across the socioeconomic spectrum are subject to tropes such as the baby mama (to describe
the state-dependent, often single mother) and the strong, independent Black woman (to
typify working, professional and middle-class mothers). For some Black mothers, financial
resources may provide a way of resisting the surveillance and presence of state agents in

their home following CPVA.
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Conclusion

This thesis is the first body of work to explore CPVA from an intersectional perspective by
foregrounding the racial, cultural and gender identity of Black mothers in its empirical
consideration. Though commonalities may be present in the type of abuse experienced by
mothers, there is little knowledge about how the challenges and realities of race can
differentiate maternal accounts of harm. By centring the narrative accounts of eight Black
African and Caribbean mother-victims, intervening mother-friends and professionals, this
chapter begins to explore this empirical gap. The first section highlighted the wounded self-
concept and personhood that some Black mothers experience following verbal abuse from
their children. It emphasised that need to situate the non-physical assault of Black mothers
within cultural context. Next, the second section addressed the issue of physical assault. It
showed that while this type of CPVA can be caused by sons and daughters, Black mothers
in this study responded to physical abuse in gendered patterns, which had disparaging effects
on how their maternity was deconstructed. When harm was inflicted by daughters, the
mothers were subject to a process of infantilisation. However, physical abuse from their sons

repurposed the essence of their motherhood to serve as a repository of male rage.

The third section highlights the myriad ways CPVA can affect the resources, earning power
and employment experiences of Black women. As matriarchal providers, the centrality of
work and economic provision in Black motherhood cannot be overstated. At times it seemed
that receiving the respect of their children was not solely contingent on their ability to
provide nurture and care, but their ability to provide financially. Mothers with means
experienced a depletion of their resources by their children through fraud, theft and financial
coercion on how to spend their income. However, some Black mothers of low socio-

economic status were made vulnerable to their children in other ways. Through professional
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recounts, examples were provided of cases where such mothers relied on their children to
contribute to household income and alleviate financial burdens. This sense of co-
dependency between mother and child contributed to an inverting of power dynamics,
suggesting that for some Black mothers discharging the obligation of matriarchal provider

can be essential to maintaining normative family hierarchies.

Finally, this chapter exemplified how CPVA deconstructs the meaning of homeplace for
Black mothers through various mediums. These include children making threatening use of
household appliances, damaging property, introducing criminal activity in the home
(through drug selling or storing), subjecting mothers to carceral-like conditions by
restricting their movement at home or exposing the homeplace to surveillance of state agents
like the police. The spatial overhaul caused by CPVA is deeply significant for Black
mothers, as they consider the homeplace a place of refuge, healing and site of resistance

from the racist and oppressive societal structures in which they live (bell hooks, 1990.

Once the home is compromised by CPVA, Black mothers are made to experience fear from
within the home and the structural forces external to it. Desperate to experience respite from
CPVA, some mothers felt compelled to remove the child displaying abusive behaviour,
however feelings of shame soon followed. This was linked to their understanding of the
homeplace as not solely being their shelter from a racist world, but also a refuge for their
children. Though the decision to remove the child from the home was done to protect
themselves, it also endangered and exposed that child to the harsh realities the homeplace
was designed to guard them against. The next chapter outlines the complex way Black
mothers and others apportion and locate blame, shame and responsibility within them for

CPVA. Chapter 7 details how ‘failure’ within Black motherhood pivots on the notions of
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shame, blame and due to the privatisation of Black mothering practices, the transfer of

responsibility to mothers-victims for their suffering.
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SEVEN: FAILED MOTHERHOOD: DISCOURSES ON MATERNAL
GUILT, MOTHER-BLAME AND RESPONSIBILITY
TRANSFERENCE

Introduction

The interrelated concepts of maternal guilt, mother-blame and self-blame have been
explored by sociologists, feminist scholars and maternal theorists in various spheres of
research including perinatal studies, education, child and adolescent mental health, and
domestic abuse (Moulding et al. 2015; Toews et al. 2019; 2021; Scott et al. 2019; Azzopardi,
2022; Purtle et al. 2022; Dawson, 2021). Ideologies around deviance, criminality and
violence being caused by ‘poor parenting’ and ‘bad familial socialisation’ have long
tenanted popular discourse (Purtle et al. 2022). Evidence of mother-blaming discourses in
the West existed from the 19" and 20™ century, where housewives were blamed for
‘smothering their sons’, making them communists or homosexuals, while working mothers
were blamed for perpetuating juvenile delinquency by neglecting their children (Ladd-
Taylor, 2004:11; Feldstein, 2000; Ladd-Taylor and Umansky, 1998). Studies on maternal
accountability find that mothers shift from experiencing mother-blame to self-blame by
assuming total responsibility for the actions of their children (Mclnnis, 2021: 41). This shift
from external to internal is catalysed and intensified as women interact with their social
networks, family and support agencies (Williams et al. 2017: 601; Jackson and Mannix,
2004). This suggests there is a symbiotic relationship between mother-blame and self-blame

(also synonymous with maternal guilt).

The practice of mother-blame propagates the myth of perfect motherhood, an idealised and
unrealistic standard resulting in self-blame when internalized by women (Toews et al. 2019;
Jackson and Mannix, 2004). In Western nations, a ‘good mother’ is defined by intensive

mothering ideologies that herald a maternal practice that is ‘child-centered’, ‘self-
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sacrificing’ and ‘all-absorbing’ (Arendell, 1999; Hays, 1996; Sutherland, 2010; Collins,
2021: 1; Li, 2022: 89). To fall short of this idealised standard is to practice a ‘failed
motherhood’. Should issues arise within the family, whether concerning a child’s mental
health or their disruptive behaviour (Moses, 2010a; 2010b), this is perceived as the ‘failing’
of these mothers, which invites the imposition of blame from various sources including
friends, family, helping professionals and wider society (Mclnnis, 2021: 2; Jackson and
Mannix, 2004: 155). Chapter 6 illustrated the deconstructive impact of CPVA on the
maternal identity and practice of Black women. This chapter builds on this foundation,
establishing that the narrative around ‘failing families’ is actually rooted in constructions of
‘failed motherhood’, where women are blamed for CPVA due to their perceived failing in
the moralisation of their children. It argues that Black mother-victims, whose maternal
practices deviate from Western ideals of intensive mothering, are considered to practice a
‘failed motherhood’. It is through this rhetoric that maternal guilt, mother-blame and self-
blame for CPV A occurs. Moreover, due to the symbiotic relationship between mother-blame
and self-blame, women affected by CPVA become entrapped in a web of guilt, judgment

and condemnation.

The chapter is divided into three sections. The first provides definitional clarity on maternal
guilt and untangles the psychological web of mother-blame and self-blame. The second
section highlights the attitudinal shift away from childrearing being perceived as a collective
nurturing practice within Black communities when CPVA occurs. This section draws
attention to the privatisation of Black motherhood across six sites where they are considered
to exhibit ‘failed motherhood’. The third and final section of this chapter considers the
inculpating of Black single motherhood in mother-blaming discourses through four

overarching failings. Their deviation from intensive mothering ideologies that are practiced
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by White, middle-class, married and unemployed mothers is seen to foreground their
maternal failing. For instance, their role as matriarchal providers, through a crucial strategy
of survival for Black single mothers, can be problematised as them ‘failing to be present’
thus constituting a form of neglect, having negative impact on their child’s behaviour. With
regard to their unmarried status, this section reveals instances where some Black single
mothers were blamed by their children and professionals for their perceived failure to detect
men considered to be deficient fathers, whose absence, passivity or involvement in

criminality were considered triggers to children displaying CPVA.

Defining Maternal Guilt

In Adrienne Rich’s seminal book Of Woman Born, maternal guilt was defined as an
‘overwhelming worry’ resulting in ‘the burden of...daily, nightly, hourly’ questioning ‘Am
I doing what is right? Am I doing enough? Am I doing too much? (Rich, 1977: 223; Collins,
2021: 1). Guilt has also been conceptualised as a ‘moral emotion’, a feeling of self-judgment
that is socially induced (Collins, 2021:1). It occurs when a person believes they have done
something wrong, however guilt can progress to shame when one goes from feeling like one
did a bad thing to feeling like one is a bad person (Ibid, Turner and Stets, 2005: 176). In
parenting discourses, guilt is not experienced as a ‘gender-neutral’ psychological
phenomenon, but rather confirms the gendered societal expectations of childrearing as a
mother’s responsibility (Collins 2021; Li, 2022: 88; Glavin et al. 2011; Simon and Nath,
2004). Cultural standards of good parenting are measured by the quality of maternal roles
(Borelli et al. 2017). Introduced by Hays (1996), ‘intensive mothering’ encapsulates the
ideology within industrialised Western culture that a ‘good’ mother expends a vast amount
of time, resources and energy in childrearing. The total devotion of a woman’s

psychological, emotional and physical well-being into her children, particularly at the
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expense of her needs, remains the yardstick for good maternal practice (Ennis, 2014;

Douglas and Michaels, 2005; Nam et al. 2022; Arendell, 1999; Scharp and Thomas, 2017).

Following this supposition, mothers are held solely responsible for safeguarding and tending
to the wellbeing of their children (Mullender et al. 2002; Moulding et al. 2015: 258; Mclnnis,
2021: 3). According to Hays (1996) the gendered socialisation of women as primary
caregivers creates a ‘guilt gap’, where mothers ‘experience higher levels of guilt than men
about how their actions, inactions and choices impact their children (Li, 2022:88).
Moreover, because they carry the burden of childrearing, women are subject to scrutiny
when they fall short of societal expectations of mothering (Li, 2022: 88; Slobodin et al.
2020; Collins, 2021; Borelli et al. 2017; Simon, 1995). They are blamed when issues arise
within the family sphere (Castro, 2019; Mclnnis 2021: 2; Arcia et al. 2005). Maternal guilt
can manifest differently across women. Mothers who are employed or engaged in business
can express guilt at their inability to practice intensive mothering (Collins, 2021; Sutherland,
2010). While women with children who experienced challenges with physical or mental
health experienced maternal guilt and self-blame for perceived oversight, inadequate
parental advocacy, transmitting ‘bad genes’, adverse family situations or simply not ‘doing

more’ for one’s child (Mclnnis, 2021; Moses, 2010: 119-120).

Mother-Blaming: A response to Youth Offending and CPVA

Due to societal assignments around the maternal responsibility to moralise children, there is
a correlating level of mother-blame placed on women for the actions of the males in their
lives, including their children (Mclnnis, 2021: 2; Arcia et al 2005; Reimer and Sahagian,
2015; Moulding et al. 2015: 249). When it comes to anti-social behaviour and offending

outside the home, society ties vices including drug abuse and youth violence to the existence
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of ‘bad’ mothers’ who lead ‘pathological families’ (Ladd-Taylor, 2004; Feld, 1999:32; Platt,
2009; Hoffman and Vander ven, 2007; Pickett, 2017: 361). Women who ‘produce’ children
that offend and commit serious crimes are considered failures at what is supposedly a
woman’s primary function - child rearing (MclInnis, 2021: 2; Galvez, 2019). Several studies
on the relatives of serious offenders and murderers reveal the self-blame mothers
experienced due to their biological connection to those who commit heinous acts. In May’s
(2000) study a mother whose son was guilty of murder said ‘I was the one that actually bore
David. I brought him into this world, and if [ hadn’t, he wouldn’t have grown up and done
that’ (2000: 204). Similarly, in Condry’s work on Families Shamed, women had their
motherhood defined through the sexual and violent offenses of their sons (2007: 68). They

were deemed ‘responsible’ for their existence (Ibid, 69).

The rhetoric around mother-blaming persists when discussing a child’s display of aggression
and violence within the home. CPVA is also known as mother abuse due to the gendered
nature of the harm and the overrepresentation of mothers as victims (see Chapter 2). This
phenomenon intersects various disciplines including youth justice, child protection and
domestic violence. The under-reported nature of CPVA has been linked to the silence of
mother-victims caused by their fear of judgment and mother-blame should their experiences
become known. Two Spanish studies found that an overwhelming majority of the Hispanic
mothers whose children exhibiting disruptive behaviours blamed themselves and felt
stigmatised by others, including those in their social network (Arcia and Fernandez 2003;
Arcia et al. 2005). Other qualitative studies reflect similar findings of mother-victims
feeling revictimised by the external judgment and mother-blame following disclosure of
CPVA, which re-enforced their narratives of self-blame (William et al. 2017b: 602). Hunter

et al. (2010) found that in the experience of mothers referred into intervention programmes
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for family violence, many chose silence as a tactic of avoiding others blaming them for their
child’s abusive conduct. Mother-blaming silences mother-victims by imposing feelings of

embarrassment, shame and maternal guilt (Williams et al. 2017b: 604).

Privatised Mothering

There is a cultural responsibility on Black mothers to engage in the socialisation of their
children, while serving in a broader role as a collective nurturer and moral guardian to all
Black children. Chapter 3 introduced the practice of ‘shared mothering’, where Black
women, whether aunties, sisters, grandmothers and those biologically unrelated, become
‘othermothers’ to children in their community. Across Black communities, the socialisation,
and upkeep of children has been understood as a shared responsibility among several
individuals. However, once Black women encountered CPVA, they experienced a
privatisation of their mothering. Through this privatisation process, a child’s outcome (and
behaviour) was constructed as the sole responsibility of the mother-victims and evidence of
their maternal inadequacy. The privatisation of Black mothering dismisses the hostile
environments and structural inequalities in which these women raise their children (Elliott

and Reid, 2016).

This rhetoric perpetuates the practice of decontextualising women from the challenging
realities surrounding and shaping their mothering practice (Azzopardi, 2022: 1648). Limited
attention is given to the intersecting racial, economic and gendered realities that frame the
lived experiences of mothers (Ibid). Ignoring the unwarranted pressures Black mothers face,
they are expected to be ‘strong’ and save their children, their individual responsibility
considered the solution to structural problems of racism and poverty (Ibid). as such, these

women experience blame (internally and externally) when their children falter (Ibid). In this
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study, there are examples of an internal privatisation of Black mothering, where affected
women self-blame for their victimisation. There are also external examples of privatisation,
where professionals and other focus group mothers blamed mother-victims by placing

responsibility on them for CPVA (responsibility transference).

Failing to moralise children

All mothers participating in this study were asked for their definition of a ‘good’ mother.
Initially, participants were reserved in their responses, and chose to emphasise that defining
‘good motherhood’ was a subjective enterprise and depended on a range of factors, including
the unique needs of each family. When prompted to share their subjective views, there were
overarching themes around the importance of transparency and prioritising friendship with
children as evidence of good mothering. However, as conversations proceeded, it became
apparent that ‘good mothering’ was evidenced by the successful life outcomes, academic
achievement and upstanding morals and behaviour of a child. The response of Oyinka, a

mother-victim, was illuminating.

A.A: What would say makes a good mother?
Oyinka: I think just the love for your children, for them to do well, for them to
(pause) to be honest with you sometimes I feel [ am a failure. Because this is not

the way I pictured it.

Though Oyinka began by offering an idealised definition of good mothering as being one
primarily grounded in love, she paused and in a moment of transparency revealed that the
performative aspect of ‘good’ motherhood was ensuring that your child becomes a success.
This appeared to be weightier proof of good maternity. Offering part definition and part

confession, Oyinka disclosed how distant she felt to the definition of a ‘good’ mother due
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to intertwined issues around her daughter failing academically and directing abusive

behaviour towards her in the home.

A.A: How do you mean?

Oyinka: I don’t know. I just feel maybe (pause) because she's the first child and
she's not really doing too well. There are other milestones that she has not crossed
yet. She still has not finished [university]; she needs a degree. For that, I put the
blame back on myself. I will keep blaming myself. The only thing I can say is the

love [she feels for her daughter] is there.

By directing blame and responsibility to herself for her daughter’s life outcomes, Oyinka
endorses a privatised mothering ideology which spouts that if ‘good’ mothers produce good
and well-performing children, the reverse must also be true. Oyinka’s only comfort was still
connected to performative elements of her motherhood, and she proudly shared in the
interview that her other two children were well-behaved (non-abusive) and performing well
academically. Other mother-victims also felt burdened with self-blame and responsibility
due to their perceived failing as moral agents of their children. Women are tasked with the
cultural responsibility of nurturing, educating and moralising children. Chapter 6 discussed
the life-long consequences of a mother’s biological role as creator and prenatal chamber for
her child, namely being her inability to fully disconnect herself from abusive children.
Whether directly or through professional accounts, Black mother-victims shared feeling a

sense of responsibility for CPVA due to their role in ‘creating’ a deviant child.

“You end up with that guilt. My sister and I both have it. We are angry with our

children, our boys...but we still feel it's our fault. I feel completely responsible for
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him and his behaviours...he’s absolutely vicious. I must have made him that way.
It's my lack of good parenting. All of it comes down to my fault, if I'm honest. I

just think it's my fault (cries)’ — Chardonae, Married Mother, Black Caribbean

‘I remember very vividly, mothers would often say at [therapy] sessions, 'where
did I go wrong? What have I done to get my child here?’ They really embody how
historically the perception of blame is heavily placed on mum in terms of children's

behaviour.” - Mary-Anne, Psychologist

The above perspectives reflect beliefs within African societies that speak to the maternal
role as one of moral socialisation and place the responsibility for immoral children on
mothers. Two prominent African proverbs serve as examples: ‘A good child belongs to the
father, whereas a bad child belongs to the mother’ and ‘a wise child gladdens the heart of
his father, an imbecile saddens the heart of his mother’. When CPV A occurs, Black mothers
can construct their failure to ‘moralise’ their children as reason for their abuse, transferring
responsibility away from other factors and justifying the blaming and condemning of

themselves.

Failing in sacred maternity

Chapter 5 established that within the mothering practices of Black women, the mystical,
religious and sacred enjoin. The concept of sacred maternity encapsulates two purposes:
motherhood as a divine assignment and a medium of securing the protection of children
through rituals, spiritual practices and religious devotion. In the religious groups of the
mother-participants, the ideology of children being obedient and submissive to parents was
considered evidence of good behaviour. Conversely, when children displayed ‘bad

behaviour’, the involvement of evil was suggested. In one case, a professional shared that a
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daughter instigating CPV A towards her parents was perceived by them to be taken over by

evil spirits.

‘...working with a family from Cameroon. It was the daughter who was being
abusive, and they kept saying, they were convinced that she had the devil within her’

- Catrina, Social Worker.

Spirituality is also significant in the navigation of abuse. Studies show that Black women
navigate their suffering through spiritual practices including prayers, attending religious
gatherings and seeking the counsel of religious leaders as a first point of intervention (Femi-
Ajao, 2018; Thiara and Harrison, 2021). Chapter 8 will illustrate how Black mother-victims
use spirituality to respond and navigate CPVA. However, the mothers made little mention
of using sacred maternity as a preventative tool. Instead, it was Elizabeth, a Black
professional and mother (non-victim) who held the view that a lack of religious devotion in
mother-victims implies their children are not sufficiently trained in religious and moral
scripts around good conduct. In her view, this foundational issue may be why children
practiced immoral acts (in this case, the sacrilege of abusing their mothers). Considering
Elizabeth’s insider status, as a Black African mother of five children, a Christian woman

and registered social worker, her account was revelatory:

‘When children lack morals, there's a problem. Mother don't go to church; father
don't go to church. Even in social work, we are advised to teach children their faith,
that it helps. I asked one child, he says ‘I don't have no religion’. He doesn't belong
anywhere. Mum is dating all these different men at the same time. He told me mum

would tell him to lie when different men would come to the door’.
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Elizabeth ties the absence of morality to a lack of religious foundation which she evidences
by no church attendance. By pointing out the example of a mother-victim who had multiple
partners and frequently asked her son to lie on her behalf, Elizabeth suggests this to be
evidence of her immorality, makes her a questionable example. Although Kukua thought
differently to Elizabeth, she also acknowledged that Black mother-victims were made to feel
that failing in the religious socialisation of their children made them partly responsible for

their behaviour and CPVA.

‘Mothers feel, I wasn’t Christian enough; I didn't pray enough. You weren't Muslim
enough; you didn't fast enough. You didn’t do enough. A child being abusive
towards you is a personal failure.” — Kukua, Independent Domestic Violence

Advocate.

Given the centrality of sacred maternity to Black mothers, and philosophies of parental
reverence in various religious scripts, the occurrence of CPVA could be considered a
reflection of a mother’s lack of due diligence in spiritual devotions. Kukua’s account
acknowledges that Black mother-victims may experience internal blame and maternal guilt
connected to their perceived failure to dutifully practice sacred maternity. These perceptions
around self-blame and judgment hold significant implications for the willingness of Black
mothers to approach their informal support networks while navigating CPVA (discussed

further in Chapter 8).

Failing to protect

Mothers, considered custodians of the home, are subject to a moral, social and legal duty to

protect their children from harm (Azzopardi, 2022: 1645; Terrance et al. 2008; Jackson and
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Mannix, 2004). This sense of duty is built on the long-standing, erroneous perception of
mothers as ‘all-sacrificing, all knowing, all-powerful mother’ and thus capable of protecting
her children whatever the cost (Azzopardi, 2022: 1646; Epstein, 1999; Johnson and Sullivan,
2008). Falling short of the ideological ‘duty to protect’ is seen as a maternal ‘failure to
protect’ (Azzopardi, 2022). A strong basis for mother-blame is formed when children
directly experience abuse in the home or through secondary victimisation, witness domestic

violence occurring (Jackson and Mannix, 2004; Mabatah et al. 2016: 357).

In this study, one mother-victim, Oyinka, expressed maternal guilt and self-blame for failing
to protect her daughter from sexual assault that happened in the family home. Oyinka was
physically and verbally assaulted by her teenage daughter (Lola). However, following her
daughter’s suicide attempt, her independent school referred to Children and Adolescent
Mental Health Service (CAMHS) and Lola began working with them. About a year into her
sessions with a CAMHS therapist, Lola disclosed she was the victim of rape. Shortly after,
the trauma following her daughter’s rape experience was suggested by mental health
practitioners as a potential trigger for her abusive behaviour towards Oyinka and her
siblings. Initially, Oyinka resisted this explanation. Rather than engage with her daughter’s
disclosure of a childhood sexual assault, she maintained the view that her daughter was

simply attention-seeking.

‘She [daughter] said it was this German man that use to come and fix things in the
house. I feel maybe he did molest her, like touch her inappropriately but I don't know,
if (pause) like, because I feel she exaggerates a lot. She went too far with the

exaggeration that he actually raped her. Her description of what he did was not real.
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She said I was in the house when it happened. I was like, I never left you with this

man.” — Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

Her suspicion towards her daughter’s assault seemed concerning. Oyinka’s denial of her
child’s traumatic experience may be linked to the physical abuse she experienced from her
daughter and the psychological harm caused by her false accusations to the police and social
services. However, as the interview progressed, it appeared that it was easier for Oyinka to
deny the possibility of her daughter’s sexual assault than to grapple with the reality that it
occurred in their home, under her supervision and was withheld for many years. Reflecting

more on the day the disclosed rape happened, Oyinka shared the following.

‘I remember the day she's talking about; I was in my room. And I told her, I said get
out of that room. And she left the room. So, when did that happen? In what space of
time did that happen? I didn't notice or I wasn't aware? On the day [Lola]
disclosed...I just started crying, because...as a mother hearing your child has been

raped and I didn’t even know’

Oyinka proceeded to ask a series of rhetorical questions which revealed an internal dialogue
around self-blame. Deeply confused and taken aback by her daughter’s sudden disclosure
of childhood sexual abuse, Oyinka was overwhelmed by the reality that she failed to protect

her child and created a home environment where secrecy could exist between them.

‘Was I not close to her enough that she could confide in me? This is where I sit back

and think, where did I go wrong? What did I do? What could I have done? Why

didn't she tell me? She never told me, and she was never able to tell me, but she's
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telling you people [CAMHS] years after. If she told me on day, I'd run into the room.
I can't even trace the man back. The thing really brought me down. It really took me

out for a long time’

Not only did Oyinka feel that she had failed in her duty to protect her daughter, the CPVA
she experienced was being linked to a traumatic event underpinned by her perceived
maternal failure to safeguard her child. Once again, the unique dynamic between mother-
child manifests as an important consideration when understanding how responsibility for

CPVA is transferred and linked to examples of maternal failure or inadequacy.

Failing through physical punishment

Possessing strength, authority and wielding ‘maternal might’ are key idealisations in Black
maternal identity and practice. However, when CPVA occurred, these characteristics in
Black women were problematised as modelling and normalising aggression in the home.
Mother-victims who were considered ‘aggressive’, ‘angry’ or who physically punished their
children were held responsible by professionals for triggering within them a sense of
injustice and retaliation, wherein they learnt to respond with physical violence.

‘A teenager who has become violent to their parents? It started with their parents.

The parents beat them. They grow up, especially the boys, wanting to go to the gym

and get muscles because they are not going to tolerate anything from their parents’.

— Patty, Parent and Youth Coach.

‘Parents use physical punishment, and the child responds vice versa.” - Beatrice,

Parent Coach
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A similar view was shared by some Black mothers (non-victims) who participated in the
focus groups. They held the strictness and militancy of Black motherhood (as evidenced
through physical discipline) as linked to a child’s use of aggression in the home. The mothers
were presented with a vignette on a fictitious scenario of CPVA featuring Fola, a Nigerian
mother of twin teenage boys. The vignette (see appendix) deliberately excluded any mention
of Fola’s conduct or parenting style, so as to not lead participants to conclusions. Despite
this, more than half of the mothers hypothesised that the boys were abusive to Fola (their
mother) because she must have been strict and physically disciplined them, though nothing

in the vignette alluded to such.

A.A: Why do you think child to parent violence and abuse happens?

Feyi: Bad parenting. If we hear that a child is abusing their parent, as an African

parent, I think parenting caused it.

A.A So you think the parent has done something to cause this behaviour?

Feyi: Yes. The child could rebel because you know, most of our parents are strict...

now the children are the ones hitting back.

The causality between childhood experiences of corporal punishment, the normalisation of
violence as a form of conflict resolution and aggression towards parents in later years has
been suggested in various studies (Calvete et al. 2015; Ibabe et al. 2013; Carlson, 2000).
However, as Chapter 5 has established, the issue is that the practice of militant and

disciplinarian maternity is an idealised aspect of Black mothering identity and practice. Due
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to long-standing cultural scripts around Black women as strong matriarchs, assumptions are
then made that if they should experience abuse from their child, they are responsible because
they must have modelled the use of verbal and physical aggression to communicate

disappointment or frustration.

Failing to practice militant motherhood

The conclusion that Black mothers who physically discipline their children model and
normalise the use of violence in the home and therefore are to blame for CPVA is a reductive
one. It is unable to account for the paradox that emerges where Black mother-victims, who
deviate from cultural scripts around militant and disciplinarian maternity, still experience
their child’s abusive conduct. For these mother-victims, CPVA cannot be explained in this
way. Instead, unlike professionals and focus group mothers who believed the use of corporal
punishment normalised violence within homes, Chardonae felt her deviation from the
cultural idealisation of militant maternity shifted the power dynamics between herself and
her son. This speaks to a double-bind affecting Black mothers. Should they adhere to
traditional idealisations of Black mothering as militant, authoritative and lacking in maternal
tenderness, they are blamed for modelling aggressive behaviour to their children. However,
should they choose to move from these scripts and embrace a gentler way of child-rearing,
they can still be held responsible for losing control of their children, which was Chardonae’s
experience. Chardonae was determined to raise her son differently to the strict parenting
methods her mother deployed. She felt her childhood experience of being physically beaten

traumatised her in a way she did not want to pass on to her children.

‘I was a young mom. [ was trying to do things different. I didn't want to beat him the
way we were beaten as children as a way of controlling and punishing us. It wasn't

sadistic punishments, but my mom had no other option.’
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Though she had a personal commitment to changing her maternal practice, Chardonae
expressed that deviating from the idealised method of childrearing and the use of physical
discipline meant she was unsure of a suitable alternative. Moreover, given the context in
which she raised her son (a single teenage mother in South London), Chardonae expressed
some regret as to whether her parenting methods were best suited for their turbulent social

environment.

‘I didn't want him to grow up with fear, but I had no idea how to grow him. [ may
have grown him a little soft...a feminist kinda thing. Make sure he respects
women...be kind, don't be violent, don't be aggressive. But I'm not sure he (pause) I

don't know if that was the right way to grow him up as a boy in South London.’

Despite her commitment to a progressive maternity (and the feminist mothering of her son),
Anthony’s resulting abusive behaviour towards his mother and female romantic partners,
caused Chardonae to doubt whether her deviation from normative Black maternal practice
was ideal. Her decision to rear him ‘a little soft” and ‘feminist’ conflicts with long-standing
practice of Black mothers to utilise authoritative and militant parenting strategies. The
practice of militant motherhood can be linked to ensuring the survival of their families.
Black feminist epistemology highlights the way race, gender and class intersect to frame
Black mothering priorities and strategies (Reynolds, 2005). As shown in chapters 3 and 5,
child-rearing within the context of deprivation, racism, community violence and heavy
policing may demand that Black mothers display strength and dominance in order to regulate
their children’s behaviour as they are deemed less innocent through processes of

adultification and given less room for error. The dichotomy between the perspectives of
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Black women unaffected by CPVA (whether they were professionals or focus group
participants) and the views of mother-victims highlights the need to further explore Black

community attitudes around this hidden form of family violence.

Failing to change negative family environments

Black women experienced a sense of shame and were thought responsible for continuing
cycles of pain in their families. Five of eight mother-victims shared their difficult
relationships with their own mothers. Some described their mothers as aggressive, while
others felt they ‘lacked an emotional relationship’ with them and experienced rejection. Two
mothers (Elaine and Chardonae) shared that they felt personally responsible for perpetuating
a legacy of pain and rejection in their families. Elaine, a woman of Black Caribbean descent,
disclosed having a tenuous relationship with her granddaughter (Nicole), who she cared for
as both a mother and grandmother. Elaine assumed responsibility for her granddaughter
Nicole as she considers the ‘carnage’ of her behaviour as being connected to the rejection

she experienced from her mother.

“Things have been dysfunctional from when she was born. From an early age
[Nicole] was rejected by her mom because I had rejected her mom, and then I was
rejected by my own mother. We are coming from a family of rejection, which
filtered down from me to my daughter to her children. I was left with the carnage
to clean up’ — Elaine, Grandmother, Black Caribbean
While the practice of ‘grandmothering’ is common in Black communities for various
reasons, including providing assistance to biological parents affected by economic
instability, substance abuse, incarceration, teen pregnancy or family conflict (Peterson,
2018; Burnette, 1997; Smith-Ruiz, 2008). In Elaine’s case, her ‘grandmothering’

responsibility appears to be the penance she must pay for her perceived responsibility in
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perpetuating ‘dysfunction’ and ‘rejection’ to her children. Chardonae echoed similar
sentiments to Elaine when sharing about her relationship with her mother. Her mother
struggled to express love emotionally and physically to her children, not out of malicious
intent, but simply because she had not experienced such expressive love from her own
mother. Chardonae’s account also constructs this image of lovelessness, pain and rejection

being ‘filtered down’ through maternal-child relations.

‘I knew that she [her mother] didn't get love. When I used to ask her questions about
what you were like when you grew up, she would say, ‘I didn't get a lot of love, I got
food. People were kind to me, but I didn't get hugs and kisses’. So, she never was

that kind of person’ — Chardonae, Married Mother, Black Caribbean

Her mother’s account of being fed, but not shown physical affection presented Chardonae
with another idealised image of Black motherhood, where being a matriarchal provider
centres on the provision of a child’s physical and material needs, as opposed to displaying
emotional affection. Attempts were made by participants (one mother-victim and one black
female professional) to contextualise the impulse behind the survival-oriented nature of
Black mothering, the seeming de-prioritisation of emotional connectedness between mother-
child and the cycles of rejection and trauma encountered in some Black families. They both
considered it necessary to acknowledge the plight Black people have collectively
experienced of deprivation, crime, violence and racism and its impact on family life. They
felt that dysfunctional family experiences (like CPVA) can be linked to the historic

disadvantage and cumulative struggles of the Black community.
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‘Don’t forget we are growing up with traumas that we haven’t dealt with before
bringing up a family. I remember in the 60s 70s 80s, children were having children,
16-18-year olds, in order to have a house. This cumulative thing has come down the
line of tragedies within the Black community’- Minika, Child Protection and

Safeguarding Lead

As a Black Caribbean woman living in the UK and a direct descendant of the Windrush
generation, Chardonae offered her thoughts on the challenging socio-historical backdrop
against which many Black mothers raised their children and the unfortunate reality that these
challenges remain today. Following the devastation of the second world war, the British
government encouraged the migration of its commonwealth citizens to assist in re-building
efforts. This patriotic rhetoric invigorated many skilled Black Caribbean men and women to
embark the ‘Empire Windrush’ ship to the ‘Mother country’ in the 1950s. In her reflections,
Chardonae highlights the family-wide impact of the Caribbean-British transmigration of the

Windrush generation.

‘There was a lot of trauma in South London in the 80s. We were the generation from
the parents that came in from the Windrush. Our families were messy, difficult and
full of all sorts of issues. They left children behind, came with some, got into new
relationships. We were all suffering with something. A lot of emotional trauma that

we've taken from our parents and some really poor parenting.’

It was common for skilled men to arrive on British shores first, leaving their wives and

children behind until they had settled before later sending for them. Thus, there was a rise

in mother-headed families, not necessarily due to relationship breakdown, but the pursuit of
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economic opportunity and the betterment of family life (Reynolds, 2005). However, this
wave of migration left a trail of broken attachments and disrupted families in its wake, thus
the institution of the Black family was perceived to be ‘under attack’ during this time (Anim-
Addo, 2000:12). As many came from rural and traditional Caribbean environments, none
were prepared for the conditions industrialised and urban communities in England would
provide (Anim-Addo, 2000: 11). On arrival, they found themselves in over-crowded
accommodation, their children subject to racist educational practices and they personally
experienced discrimination at work (Ibid). Skilled Black men were denied access to
employment befitting their qualifications which opened the door to participation in illegal
activities in ensure the survival of their families. Chardonae’s father left a middle-class
profession in Jamaica and accepted a low-paying manual labour job in England. In time, he

began to sell drugs to substantiate a meagre income and provide for his seven children.

‘My dad was a highly intelligent man. He was a proof-reader. So, all the government
documents, punctuation, grammar, spelling comprehension, he had that spot on.
When we came here, they got him digging the roads, laying Yorkshire electricity.
He became a depressed man the rest of his life. My dad hustled weed.” — Chardonae,
Married Mother, Black Caribbean
Chardonae shared how some Black men in her community in the 1980s engaged in another
lucrative criminal business; the ‘pimping’ of young Black girls. This decision, she explained,
was similar to selling illegal substances, and rooted in a desire to survive and ‘hustle’ beyond

a meagre salary, however with no regard for the possible consequences on others.

‘There was pimping, putting young girls out on the street, that was a money earner.

My dad's generation were actively involved in that. You can trace it back to racism,
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you can trace it back to there was nothing else. If you didn't want to dig the streets
or work in a chemical factory: you've got two choices, this really horrible life or

you've got this hustle that can bring in the money.’

By raising the intergenerational impact of the Windrush Generation, Chardonae shares one
example of how the exodus of Black people from their country of origin profoundly
reframed Black family life. While at other times in her interview, she expressed feeling
personally responsible for her son’s abusive behaviour due to her role in ‘creating him’, here
she balances that view by recognising that the context surrounding the formation of families
has bearing on their structure, values and resources which, in turn, can frame the outcome
of the children. While mother-victims like Elaine and Chardonae acknowledged the
existence of tension and pain in their own personal relations with their mothers, it was
through professional accounts these tensions were constructed as connected to CPVA and
evidence of wider patterns of family dysfunction. It could be that family members struggled
with effective communication, were experiencing challenges with mental health, or
domestic violence may have occurred. In other cases, the family context was shaped by a

‘snowballing’ and compounding of these various factors.

‘This family does not know how to control their anger. They are all hypervigilant.
The slightest thing will kick off a domestic situation...when I went up last week,
they were just screaming at each other, he'd lost his phone and neither of them knew
how to talk about it in a sensible manner. It’s also the ACE’s, neglect, mom's
alcoholism, domestic violence by him and on him’ — Nicolas, Youth Offending Team

(YOT) Ofticer
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‘Witnessing DV in the home, if the parents have got mental health difficulties, if
there's financial difficulties, all of these things snowball and get worse.’- Derica,

Psychotherapist and Counsellor

‘Even if there isn't intimate partner violence within the home, if a family struggles
with communication, and a young person doesn't know how to identify their

emotions, they can resort to violence’ — Mary-Anne, Psychologist

Instead of perceiving a child’s use of violence as indication of some inherent deviance or
‘evil’, Firmin (2020) suggests that professionals contextualise a child’s conduct by factoring
into their assessments the wider circumstances, situational challenges, and realities of their
daily lives. However, here the emphasis some professionals place on familial dysfunctional
can be connected to the blaming of mother-victims. For example, those who view children
who instigate CPVA as mirroring behaviours that their mothers have either modelled or
allowed in their households. By highlighting Black mothers as curators of the context in
which young people are exposed to familial dysfunction, they can be held responsible for
the CPVA that ensues. By failing to moralise their children through by modelling of
desirable conduct or change negative family environments, these mothers can be perceived

as contributors to their behaviour.

Pathologising Black Single Motherhood

Another way Black mother-victims experienced maternal guilt and mother-blame for CPVA
was through the problematisation of single motherhood. The opening section of this chapter

engages with the academic discourse on mother blaming and how it is a common experience
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for women who deviate from Western society’s idealized view of ‘good’ mothers, namely
being White, unemployed and in monogamous marriages to men (Collins, 2021; Arendell,
1999; Hays, 1996; Okimoto and Heilman, 2012). Chapter 3 critically considered the
damaging racial tropes used to characterise Black motherhood (The Baby Mama, Strong
Black Woman and the Angry Black Woman) and exclude it from White motherhood (Elliot
and Reid, 2016; McCormack, 2005). It exemplified how the biases around ‘The Baby
Mama’ rest in racialised, classed, and gendered-controlling images of Black women as
neglectful, emasculating and state-dependent, conjuring images of them as irresponsible and

unfit to mother (Rigueur, 2021; Tyler, 2022: 53-4; Elliott and Reid, 2019; Roberts, 1993).

In this third section, the chapter continues to explore the ideology of ‘failing motherhood’
among Black mother-victims but exclusively centres around their singlehood. Here, mother-
blaming discourses occurred through four failings, three of which were increasingly male-
centred: failing to be present, failing to detect unscrupulous men, failing to placate unfaithful
fathers and failing to identify paternal identity. In this study, the eight mothers-victims held
a range of various relationship statuses. However, whether married, widowed, divorced or
single, they all experienced a form of loneliness when it came to parenting and navigating
CPVA. Oyinka, though married for over two decades, was single-handedly raising her three
children in the UK and bearing the brunt of her daughter’s behaviour. Chardonae began her
journey as a teenager single mother, though now married, continues to experience a hostile
relationship with her relationship with her son. While other women (Jane, Badu, Zaya and
Elaine) experienced single motherhood in the traditional sense. Through professional
accounts, it became apparent that paternal absence was recurrent in the experiences of Black

women affected by CPVA.
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‘Mum had seven children and the father was, and this is something that’s common
between the cases, is that he wasn’t really there’ - Mabel, Counsellor and

Psychotherapist

‘There is often an absent father with male children using violence. There's no
reference point, no balance, no model on how to handle emotions and feelings from

a male perspective in the home.” — Derica, Psychotherapist and Counsellor

Black single mothers were held responsible by some professionals for triggering their child’s
aggressive behaviour when they displayed frustration or anger about the plight of their single
motherhood. According to Minika, Black mothers who are bringing up children on their own

are ‘angry’ and the consequences of this harboured frustration are far-reaching.

‘...there is a lot of anger in the air, anger from the child, anger because you no longer
have that parent who they feel great attachment for... angry because of what the
other parent did...wishing they were there and that anger is not dealt with’ - Minika,

Child Protection and Safeguarding Lead

Professionals recounted how mothers who felt abandoned by abusive male partners would
make comparisons between them and the child instigating CPV A. Although these women
were speaking transparently about their predicament, their use of comparison between father
and child (sons) was seen by professionals as being connected to their child’s future display

of violence and abuse.
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‘I had a conversation with mum and it [son’s behaviour] was really affecting her.
Dad was in jail and eventually took his own life in prison. The boy was really mucked
up and there was self-hatred going on. His mum would refer to him being like his

dad and he would flip’ - Betty, Therapist

‘I’ve known mums that because the boys look like their dad, they get it hard. But the
thing that is often forgotten is that those boys turn to men. He can remember how
she used to treat him’ - Daniel, Head of Parent Engagement, and Restorative Justice

Facilitator

These accounts suggest that the anger Black single mothers may feel about parenting alone,
the behaviour or departure of their male partners can be problematised by professionals. In
earlier sections, Black mother-victims were thought responsible for CPV A by professionals
and other mothers for modelling aggression through physical punishment. However, here,
the anger they may feel towards their challenging life circumstances is perceived to be

problematic in of itself and a potential trigger of CPVA.

Failing to be present

In the case of Black single mother-victims, they were blamed from failing to be present
within the home, and ultimately their children’s lives. Chapters 5 and 6 discuss the centrality
of work and financial provision in the carework of Black women. The identity of the
matriarchal provider is even more salient for women who are nurturing and providing for
their children single-handedly. Although Black mothers are held to this idealised standard
and expected to discharge these responsibilities, in reality, they encountered challenges

navigating this dual burden. Research confirms that Black mothers carry a disproportionate
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amount of financial and parental responsibilities, while lacking the necessary emotional

support to discharge these duties (Elliott et al. 2015; Holland, 2009; Surrency, 2021: 56).

“To keep things going, mum is not there as much as she could be or is needed.
There is not enough time for these relationships to really flourish, to actually notice

the changes that might be happening for your child.’ - Betty, Therapist

‘Mum was a nurse, working all the extra shifts and the children struggled...there
was a break down in relationship’. - Elizabeth, Black African, Married Mother and

Social Worker

‘There are issues around work life balance. Some of these mothers have two or
three jobs, there are challenges around being available to support their child and
being present in their life.” — Beatrice, Black African, Married Mother, Parent

Coach.

The misconception that mothers working produced neglected and poorly reared children and
contributed to youth offending is long-standing one (Grubb and Lazerson, 1988; Ladd-
Taylor and Umansky, 1998; Ladd-Taylor, 2004; Hoffman and Vander Ven, 2007).
According to traditional ideologies, mothers are placed in the domestic sphere, dutifully
tending to their child’s every need. Thus, ‘breadwinning’ mothers from Black and other
ethnic groups are subjected to harsh judgment (Li, 2022: 98). The centrality of economic
labour in the carework of Black women further removes them from the Westernised ideals
of ‘good motherhood’. At times a mother’s unavailability (due to the demands of being a

matriarchal provider) was thought by some professionals to be connected to a growing
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distance between Black women and their children and their inability to notice where their
children were struggling or intervene by addressing negative changes. Though
acknowledging how the necessity of work for Black mothers could implicate mother-child

relations, Elizabeth hesitated in ascribing mother blame.

‘Mother will put food on the table, mother will do the school run...will go to work...
will look after them - only one person. What can she do? You know the rent in
London? Mama has to pay the rent. If she doesn’t go to work sheesh, she won't pay

the rent. I don't blame any single mother for anything.” — Elizabeth, Social Worker.

While Elizabeth recognised that a breakdown down in mother-child relations could be linked
to maternal absence and a pathway to CPVA, she was vocal about the multiple burdens
Black single mothers carried and the sacrifices made for their children. Her response reveals
a sympathy for Black mother-victims who, despite struggling to discharge a dual burden as
providers and nurturers, find themselves victims of CPVA, which some may consider linked
to them ‘failing to be present’. As shown in Chapter 5, there is a widely held cultural view
that maternal sacrifices and burdens will be rewarded with morally upstanding and high
achieving children. The production of ‘good’ children externally validates the moral work
of Black mothers. Thus, the reverse, the occurrence of CPVA, points to a deficiency in their

mothering.

Failing to detect unscrupulous men

Professional accounts were not isolated in linking responsibility for CPVA to the single

motherhood of Black women through to their partnership with men perceived to be failing
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fathers. Another avenue through which Black mothers were transferred blame and
responsibility for CPVA was connected to their failure to detect men who became absent,
passive or abusive fathers. In this study, a father who practiced deviance was one who either
engaged in criminality outside the home, used violence within the home, or was adulterous
and abandoned his existing family to start a new one. A critical perspective was put forward
by one of the mother-victims (Chardonae). Before expressing her thoughts, she first asserted
that she ‘woman centred’ and had ‘a lot of sisters, strong women’. Perhaps to indicate that
it was important that her views are not seen as a critique of Black womanhood but simply a
case of delivering ‘hard truths’ to her ‘sisters’. She began sharing about a large family in her

community affected by issues relating to violence and drug-related criminality.

‘We recently lost somebody in the community, and he had 35 children. Know what
he gave one of his sons when he turned 18? An ounce of weed. He goes here you go;
this is as much as I can do for you. But some of those women have more than one
child for him. He had a lot of baby mothers, but let's say at number 20, didn't you

think this guy has got enough kids?’

She describes the passing down of cannabis usage and selling as an example of dysfunctional
inheritance. Though acknowledging that this not a prime example of good fathering,
Chardonae’s attention seems geared towards the ‘baby mothers’ who enabled such a man to
have children by making available their wombs. In her continued critique, she implies that
Black women should be “‘discerning’ about who they ‘reproduce for’.

‘An act of love or lust should not necessarily produce a life that neither person was

particularly ready for. Do you need to have his child? Have a bit of fun and be
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done. Some of those men should not have had children...I'd be more interested in

why we can't wear condoms.” — Chardonae, Married Mother, Black Caribbean

Another Black female professional Minika (though not a mother) echoed a similar rhetoric.
She placed her emphasis on Black single mothers not ‘asking the right questions’ and not
being ‘brave enough’ to stop the phenomenon of deviant fatherhood happening to their

children.

‘...a man coming towards her, and she doesn’t ask the right questions...you have
children? What really happened? But she doesn’t want to hear it. She thinks this is
my man now, with all his warts. He is bringing money in for a little while, but then
it will stop...As Black women we are not saying to ourselves, who do we have to
become as women to stop this constant thing [deviant fatherhood] happening to our

children, we’re not brave enough’ - Minika, Child Protection and Safeguarding Lead

Responsibility transference is evident in the shift away from absent or passive fathers to the
blaming of Black single mothers for failing to detect and sieve out unscrupulous men. By
vilifying their choice of male partners, responsibility transfers from fathers (who were
absent, passive or abusive) to Black mother-victims for supposedly creating dysfunctional

families by ‘choosing’ to have children with deviant men.

Failing to placate unfaithful fathers
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The conceptualisation of deviant fatherhood not only applied to men who used violence
within the home, but those who fractured their families by creating new ones through
infidelity. In this study, professional accounts reveal two examples of Black mothers-victims
being blamed by their children for failing to keep fathers within the home, who considered
this justification for CPVA. Reece, a secondary school teacher and faith leader, shared a
time he had to intervene (as a pastor) in the case of a teenage boy who physically assaulted
his mother after holding her responsible for his father’s adultery which resulted in a second
family with a younger woman. The boy blamed his mother for his father’s absence and
directed the rage and frustration he felt at being abandoned by his father, towards her. It was
not immediately apparent why his mother was harmed for his father’s act of betrayal against
the family, but it soon became apparent how the son was able to locate fault within his

mother.

Reece: I was shocked he was being so violent with his mom...He witnessed his dad
being unfaithful in the marriage, and later they found out that he impregnated one of
the young girls attending the church. But my question was why the mom? Why not

his dad?

AA: What do you think is the answer to that? Why was mum on the receiving end

of the violence, despite his father doing the wrong?

Reece: He thought his mom was not there for his dad and that is why he went after

a young girl. His dad brainwashed him to think it was all his mom’s fault, that she

was always saying no, not allowing him to have sex with her.
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The other example was of Trisha, a Black Caribbean mother who was verbally and
physically abused by her sons (aged 11 and 15) after it was discovered their father had been
unfaithful and engaged in a homosexual relationship. Nathaniel adopted a holistic approach
to his intervention with Trisha and her sons, working with mother and children individually
and together as a family. Through his multi-layered engagement with the family, he was

able to offer a holistic perspective on the challenges they faced.

‘When dad came out as gay, he left the family, and they [sons] felt like they had to
step up. They also had this anger within themselves, hatred towards their dad and
blame towards mum that this happened.” - Nathaniel, Secondary Age Lead

Practitioner

Two practitioners described some of the homophobic attitudes in traditional Caribbean
communities that may have made their father’s sexuality more difficult to come to terms

with.

‘They would never imagine that Dad would have been gay, especially from a
Caribbean background. Culturally, in Jamaica and the West indies, gay people are

killed out there. It’s a big no.” - Nathaniel, Secondary Age Lead Practitioner

‘This would have discredited them as young boys. In the Caribbean community, just

as the African community, being a B man [batty boy — gay man] is not a good thing.

They are really strong against it’- Minika, Child Protection and Safeguarding Lead
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Trisha was just as affected as her sons, sharing their shock not only of the news of his sexual
orientation, but the reality of his unfaithfulness and eventual leaving of the family home.
Nathaniel described how before his homosexual orientation was uncovered through a series
of social media posts, Trisha’s husband was verbally aggressive towards her. Her sons
observed this treatment of their mother, and in Nathaniel’s view, when grappling with their
own identity after their father’s departure, they modelled this pattern of behaviour as a means

of asserting male dominance over Trisha.

‘They felt their Dad isn’t a man because he is gay. They started pushing, hitting mom
but mainly verbal and emotional aggression, putting her down. But that’s what their
dad used to do to make himself feel better, when he was in the closet. All that built
up anger, and frustration he would put that towards mum. The kids thought it was

her.” - Nathaniel, Secondary Age Lead Practitioner

Trisha was not alone in experiencing this repeat victimisation. Professional accounts
indicated the prevalence of mothers becoming an outlet for their children to express

frustration at their father’s rejection, departure or absence.

‘Sinead kept on wanting to be the supportive mother...a devoted mom. Her son’s
anger stemmed from his dad’s rejection... I think subconsciously he blamed her for

dad leaving the home’ - Natalia, Youth Offending Service (YOS) Manager

‘Her dad was involved with drugs and the UK authority deported him. Her daughter

saw it as the fault of the mum. She totally lost it with mum, and she felt completely

helpless with the situation’ - Reece, School teacher and Faith leader
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Scholars have observed that abuse from one parent towards a child may trigger aggression
against the non-abusive parent (Cottrell and Monk, 2004; Holt, 2012). In this study, two
professionals confirmed that young people may instigate CPVA either through learned
behaviour from observing their fathers abuse their mothers or in retaliation to mothers who

failed to ‘defend’ them from their fathers.

‘He 1s angry with mom and gets rude to her, gets in her face, insults her. He didn't
see his dad respect his mum; he doesn't know how to respect his mom. He has seen
that his mother is weak. She couldn't defend him all those times with his dad.” —

Patty, Parent and Youth Coach.

‘They observe and learn that when mum doesn't do what you want, you can just use
violence because that's what your dad did. They replay that, and mum replays the
victimisation because she's been in that role before. It is all about roles. - Natalia,

Youth Offending Service (YOS) Manager

Professionals held the view that by watching their fathers, children can develop an
understanding of their mothers as weaker and controllable. It can be implied from Patty’s
account that a child’s perception of their mother as ‘weak’ as opposed to the revered ‘strong
Black woman’ archetype is framed through her inability to ‘defend’ them from abusive
fathers. While Natalia suggests that due to the abuse mothers experience from fathers, they

may ‘replay’ similar roles of victimisation with their children.
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Failing to identify paternal identity

In the examples above, the identity of fathers was known, despite their absence, infidelity
or abusive behaviour. Whether or not this intensified a child’s feeling of frustration and
anger towards their mother cannot easily be determined. However, in the case of one mother-
victim (Chardonae) paternal identity was not initially known and this brought significant
challenges to the mother-son dynamic. She shared that her son had been abusive and
controlling from early childhood and continues to exhibit such behaviour, despite now being
in his late 30s. Reflecting on when CPVA started, Chardonae felt that her son not knowing

the identity of his father may have triggered a sense of anger and resentment towards her.

‘This is not gonna show me in a very good light, but I thought somebody else was

his dad and it wasn't. The two boys I slept with, there wasn't much of a gap, but I

didn't do it on purpose.” — Chardonae, Married Mother, Black Caribbean
Chardonae relocated from London to a smaller town in the UK, where both men (the actual
and the perceived father) were staying. Her son also moved to the town temporarily,
following a relationship breakdown. She anticipated that he would likely come in contact

with the two men, as the town had little racial diversity.

‘I knew what was going to happen at some point, they were going to meet up. They
were gonna look at each other, and say, why am I looking at my twin? I had to bring
it up and he reacted... I've explained to him and apologised, I've tried to link
everybody up. He is still very angry with me...when he gets angry that [CPVA]

comes out of him and I did not know how to deal with his anger’

235



As shown in this study and existing research, CPVA does not solely occur in single mother-
households. However, it was a recurrent theme to link the damaging impact of deviant
fatherhood to the perceived failures of Black mother-victims, particularly those of single
status. At times these mother blaming discourses were held by children as a means of
justifying their anger and CPVA. However, there was also instances of Minika (a
professional) and Chardonae (a mother-victim) transferring responsibility to Black single
mothers for ‘not asking the right questions’ or minding ‘who they produce for’, thereby
blaming them for partnering with fathers that were passive, abusive or absent. As discussed
in chapter 3, these perspectives mirror the pathologisation of Black motherhood as the cause
behind social ills such as youth crime, juvenile delinquency or teenage pregnancy

(Reynolds, 2005; Song and Edwards, 1997; Reynolds, 1997; Richie, 2003).

Conclusion

Following CPVA, Black mother-victims experience maternal guilt and mother-blame in
complex and layered ways. This chapter demonstrates how, through the privatisation of
Black mothering, a child’s display of aggressive and violent behaviour is decontextualised
from the relevant social and environmental factors in which Black women rear children and
tied solely to their ‘failed motherhood’. There are six areas Black women experience
mother-blame for their supposed ‘failed motherhood’. Namely, these are: the failure to
moralise, to protect, to practice sacred maternity, and to change negative family
environments. Black mother-victims also experienced blame for failing through physical
punishment and not exuding traditionally feminine qualities like maternal tenderness.
Paradoxically however, they were also blamed for failing to practice militant motherhood,
where CPVA was thought to be connected to being ‘soft’, permissive and allowing children

to usurp maternal authority.
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The third and final section of this chapter examined the pathologisation of Black single
motherhood. It illustrated how through the interconnected processes of mother-blaming and
responsibility transference; Black single mothers were made to pay for the sins of men
perceived to be failing in fatherhood. These mother-blaming discourses revolved around
four ‘failings’, three of which were increasingly male-centred. Namely, failing to be present,
failing to detect unscrupulous men, failing to placate unfaithful fathers and failing to identify
paternal identity. It was also observed that the issue of failing paternal practice among Black
men was not discussed among mothers or professionals. Instead, the reality of deviant
fatherhood was used to further pathologise Black mothers for choosing to reproduce with
men who practiced criminality, used violence within the home or abandoned their families

following infidelity.

Enhancing our understanding of CPVA and de-stigmatising the phenomenon requires
engagement with how processes of maternal guilt and mother-blame work to silence mother-
victims (Williams et al. 2017b: 605). As there is currently no empirical consideration of how
the intersecting racial, gender, religious and class identity of mother-victims frame how they
cope with and navigate CPVA, Chapter 8 will address this gap by mapping the formal and
informal support pathways available to Black mothers. Building on this chapter, it will
illustrate why mother-victims choose to maintain their silence out of fear of judgment,
mother-blame, the desire to protect children from public scrutiny and salvage mother-child
relationship (Paterson et al. 2002; Williams et al. 2017b: 598; Cottrell and Monk, 2004). It

will also highlight the factors that facilitate access to support and notable barriers.
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EIGHT: BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS TO ACCESSING
FORMAL AND INFORMAL SUPPORT PATHWAYS

Introduction

Coping encapsulates individual efforts, behaviours and thought processes deployed to
manage, resolve or alleviate stressful situations (Lazarus and Folkman, 1987; Folkman et al.
1986; Greer 2011; Algorani and Gupta, 2023). Race and gender intersect to frame coping
strategies and help-seeking behaviours of a marginalised group. Previous research has
identified that Black women deploy a range of strategies to navigate life challenges and
moments of familial adversity including preterm birth, intimate partner violence, sexual
assault or community violence (Jenkins, 2002; Long and Ullman, 2013; Parnell et al. 2022;
Zakama et al. 2025). Utsey et al. (2000) developed the Africultural Coping Systems
Inventory (ACSI) to measure the ‘culture-specific’ coping responses of Black Americans to
race-related stress. Since its formation, the ACSI has been validated through psychometric
findings as a consistent response to stressors within African American, Caribbean and
African populations (Utsey et al. 2000; 2004; Watson-singleton et al. 2020). Additional
studies have found that for Black women, spiritually-centered coping and collective coping
strategies are most prominent (Mattis, 2002; Greer, 2011; Liao et al. 2020; Jones et al. 2021;
Davis and McClain, 2023; Zakama et al. 2024). Collective coping refers to one’s reliance
on social networks made available through community members, kin, friends and partners.
While spiritually-centered coping encapsulates the resilience that comes through one’s

connection with a higher-power (Watson-Singleton et al. 2020).

This thesis is the first to explore how Black mothers in England cope with and navigate

CPVA through the pathways of support available to them. This chapter opens by outlining

three collective coping strategies emerging in how Black mother-victims navigate CPVA.
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These are (a) finding solidarity with ‘sisters-in-sorrow’, defined as mothers who personally
identify with challenging family dynamics, if not direct victims of CPVA; (b) reliance on
Black community networks to find othermothers and community fathers, in so doing victims
create ‘makeshift’ villages to replicate in England the collectivist childrearing practices
native to their countries of origin; and (c) utilising transnational family connections to
activate the relocation method, in order to bring equilibrium to the home and behavioural
transformation by safely removing the child using abuse without service intervention.
Secondly, the chapter turns to spiritually-centered coping practices, as spirituality can form
a crucial part of the personal and cultural identity of minoritised women (Thiara and
Harrison, 2021; Femi-Ajao, 2018). Though these self-directed coping practices can be
empowering, this section also expresses caution around mothers solely relying on
spiritually-centred coping strategies to the exclusion of other support pathways. The third
section explores the barriers to accessing collective and spiritually-centred support, which
includes risks that disclosure can further trigger CPVA, the role of shame as a silencing
mechanism, and the detrimental impact of internalising the race-gender trope of the ‘Strong

Black woman’.

In the fourth section, support pathways beyond the family and community level will be
examined. I consider the service experiences of Black mother-victims across schools, social
care, and legal institutions and the barriers they encounter while seeking support for their
child(ren). Although the role of nurturer and protector is a common experience in
motherhood, regardless of race, ethnicity or class, this section highlights the tripartite role
Black women occupy as ‘mother-victim-advocate’. It emphasises how advocacy and
maternal activism form essential parts of the Black mothering practice, due to the realities

of raising children who are racialised in Western societies. Building on this premise, the
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fifth section investigates the nuances of youth offending and CPVA. It exemplifies how, for
Black mother-victims, seeking support by formally disclosing their abuse experiences can
feel counterintuitive to the maternal responsibility to protect Black children, who are
routinely pathologised and labelled violent and aggressive (YMCA, 2020; Cooke and
Halberstadt, 2021; Davis, 2022). Nevertheless, the perceptions of Black women towards
services are not monolithic. The final section of this chapter presents preliminary findings
about Black community attitudes towards CPVA and shares the nuanced deliberations of

Black mothers (non-victims) towards service engagement following this phenomenon.

Collective Coping Practices within Informal Support Pathways

Solidarity with Sisters-in-Sorrow

Of the 19 Black mothers and mother-victims directly participating in this study, 13 were
first-generation immigrants, being the first of their extended family to gain citizenship or
residency in a foreign country. On relocating to England, they experienced a loss of a literal
and symbolic ‘village” wherein children were communally raised as a shared responsibility
among extended family (Ofoha et al. 2019; Onwujuba et al. 2015). Now, living in the UK,
three mothers expressed feeling isolated in their mothering practice as it seemed child-

rearing was a more individualistic endeavour than in their native countries.

‘While there are better systems in the UK, there is a loss of our culture and

tradition’ — Latoya, Co-parenting Mother, Black Caribbean

‘Living in the UK is okay, but a bit lonely. One of the challenges I have

encountered is people not understanding me. It is difficult to instil cultural values

in your child” — Badu, Single (Adoptive) Mother, Black African.
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In order to construct a makeshift village in the UK, Black mothers and mother-victims turned
to faith communities, Black parent support groups, and cultural gatherings to find friends,
othermothers and community fathers with whom to do family life. This included seeking

practical help such as finding work, accommodation, and temporary house sharing.

‘I had three children, all under four years old...I had to juggle so many things.
Luckily, I got support, because you know, when we are abroad, you meet your
fellow African person, you just lean on them and say, ‘oh, this is my situation’.
They ask ‘oh where is your husband’ (pause) ‘he doesn't live here, I'm on my own’

and they help in that way’. — Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

However, when it came to navigating her daughter’s abusive behaviour, it was important for
Oyinka to seek out sisters-in-sorrow, which are women also enduring a form of suffering in
their mothering practice. Her account suggests that the shared experience of maternal

suffering served as a shield against possible judgment.

Oyinka: I have people I call sisters, we're like friends that are really close. They
know what is happening in the house

A.A: Did you feel judgment from your friends?

Oyinka: It wasn’t like judgment because everybody’s going through one thing or the
other. It may not be as bad as mine, but we all had our issues that we share, so they

could relate to me.

Another mother-victim, Chardonae, shared the value of expressing her anger and experience

of her son’s behaviour with her biological sister, who also encountered challenges with her
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son. Outside of her sister, Chardonae did not mention disclosing to any other individual
about her experience of CPVA, suggesting the centrality of her sister’s support in navigating
the situation. Another testament to the importance of sisters-in-sorrow, was that
Chardonae’s participation in the study was through her sister, after she came across the
research flyer online. Illustrating how sisterhood can be established through maternal
suffering, Oyinka shared how she found comfort in a ‘sister-in-sorrow’, whose son had

received a 15-year sentence under joint enterprise.

‘He was meant to be at home. She had gone to work. Someone got stabbed...he
doesn't even know the rest of the boys that were there. They [police] bounded all of
them...the boys were given 20 years he had the least sentence because they
couldn't really pin anything on him. Poor mother is suffering today because he is in

that situation.” — Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

The closeness of Oyinka to a mother whose son faces incarceration suggests that Black
mother-victims may seek out ‘sisters-in-sorrow’ from those also suffering from the
perceived actions or inactions of their children. In light of the maternal guilt and mother-
blame that follows CPVA (Chapter 7), it might be that Black mother-victims seek out this
form of solidarity to negate the isolation that can come with the shame of deviating from
idealisations of Black motherhood (Chapter 5). They may feel that empathy and comradery
can be found in women who also similarly struggled over their children and were seen to

fall short of this revered maternal image.
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Black Community Networks

Black community networks and parent groups were a central informal support pathway for
Black mother-victims. Aside from faith communities, it was within these social spheres that
they accessed matriarchal mentors, othermothers (defined in Chapter 2) and community
fathers who offered support and addressed the behaviour of their children. In participating
within these community groups, Black mothers gained access to the wisdom of elders, which
is highly prized in African and Caribbean communities. For example, individuals, now with
adult children, would frequent these gatherings in the hopes of sharing the knowledge of
their parenting experience with younger parents, and as a result Black mothers had access

to matriarchal mentors.

‘Before Covid we met up monthly, and I found that the people that will come [to
the parent support group] already had adult children and didn’t need to parent no
more. But they were concerned with others, they wanted to share their experience

with younger parents.” — Teona, Parent Group Facilitator

The Black professionals interviewed in this study held various specialist positions such as
restorative justice practitioners, youth workers, teachers and social workers. However, they
were able to successfully interact and informally support Black mother-victims mainly
through their roles as community leaders. Although the founders and volunteers of these
Black-led community hubs and parent groups were registered practitioners in helping
professions, because Black mothers sought help through these informal channels there was
no professional obligation on community leaders to record and report all that was being

shared. The mothers felt a sense of guaranteed confidentiality as this unofficial, ‘backdoor’

243



approach to support came with safeguards against mandatory referrals and wider service

attention.

‘What happens in the system is there'll be lots of things on the record. But when I
am coaching, I not obliged to give my case notes to anyone because I'm working
with the family. Schools and social workers are obliged to share the notes and all

that kind of stuff. - Patty, Parent and Youth Coach.

Othermothers, sisters-in-sorrow and matriarchal mentors were an essential part of the
collective informal support mother-victims garnered from Black community networks.
However, there was one example of a ‘community father’ being sought to intervene within
families affected by CPVA. Daniel, a youth justice professional and community leader,
shared that his successful interactions with Black mother-victims, despite being male, were

due to his lived experience.

‘The ultimate goal is to support parents to have a violent free household. I help
them understand themselves first...the trauma they may have experienced
childhood. I share my own journey, witnessing domestic abuse and mental health,
drugs and alcohol as a child growing up in North London.” - Daniel, School Head

of Parent Engagement, and Restorative Justice Facilitator

By disclosing his own challenging childhood experiences and possible parenting mistakes,

Daniel identified with the ‘shared suffering” of mothers and was able to support in a non-

judgmental way. The recognition of matriarchal mentors, othermothers, and community
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fathers is essential to encouraging disclosure among Black mother-victims, and the

discussion chapter will address the policy implications of this finding.

Transnational Family Networks and the Relocation Method

Another collective coping strategy of Black mother-victims was reliance on their
transnational family networks to gain respite from CPVA. Transnational families are defined
as those with members who live apart while retaining collective welfare and unity across
national borders (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002; Bryceson, 2019). Immigrants maintain their
transnational families through remittance of financial payments and global transactions
(Germano, 2018; Lindley, 2011; Shandy and Fennelly, 2006). The colloquial term ‘Black
tax’ conceptualises the burden on the Black middle class (actual or perceived) to make
financial transfers to support direct and extended family members (Mangoma and Wilson-
Prangley, 2018; Sibiya, 2018). While living in the UK, many Black women maintain
transnational families mainly through the reverting of monies and resources to those back

home.

The notion of being ‘shipped back’ describes a parent’s decision to relocate their child to
their native countries, often to stay with extended family members, which can result in
‘transnational fosterage’ (Asima, 2018). While this can be done for educational purposes
(Kea and Maier, 2017), it is an option some Black parents revert to when there are concerns
around safety and/or the behaviour of their child. According to Bledsoe and Sow (2011), the
decision of West African immigrant parents to send ‘unruly children’ back to their native
countries were connected to fears that their child’s indiscipline when experienced alongside
the hostility and racism of the West can endanger the family. In their study parents expressed

fears around ‘undisciplined children’ getting involved in violence or crime (Ibid, 748).
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In this study, two mother-victims attempted to use transitional family networks as a way to
cope with CPVA and receive informal support. It was hoped by Tito and Oyinka (both of
Nigerian descent) that a changed cultural environment accompanied by the close monitoring
of extended family members would bring a positive behavioural change in their children.
However, neither attempt to relocate their children through transnational family network
was successful. Tito had family members who were in the Nigerian army, and aimed to put
her son in a military school to ‘fix him up’ and develop ‘self-discipline’. However, once her
teenage son became aware of the ‘shipping back’ method and became suspicious of his
parents using this approach, he refused to go on family holidays or even follow his parent to
airports, frustrating Tito’s hopes of him attending a military school. However, for Oyinka
and Isoken (a non-victim who wanted to send her son to Nigeria for cultural child-rearing
purposes), their husbands disagreed with the relocation approach, putting an end to their

plans.

‘I have felt like sending these children back, but my husband keeps saying no don't
do that because, who's gonna look after them? Your parents are getting old. But if I
did not have to listen to him, one or two of my children would have long gone. I

was ready to buy a ticket. I would just say...I'm sending you on holiday’. — Isoken,

Married Mother, Black African

In Oyinka’s case, the family had visited Nigeria several times as her husband lives and works
there. While their daughter was in her early teens, Oyinka suggested that she remain in a
boarding school in Nigeria. However, her husband refused this suggestion for undisclosed

reasons, leaving Oyinka to conclude it was about the strength of their father-daughter bond.
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‘I told him, we should try and leave her in Nigeria...put her in boarding school, let
her do her a level there...but her dad being the soft person he is, he had that bond,

that attachment with her being the first daughter’

Due to the patriarchal structuring of their homes, Isoken and Oyinka felt compelled to
concede to their husbands view against relocating their children, despite their personal belief
that using transnational family networks may be an effective coping strategy. There was a
gulf between the ideation of ‘shipping’ children back to native countries and the limited
practical implementation of this strategy. Despite its lack of practical success among Black
mother-victims, within the focus group, Ronke (a widowed African mother of three children
and non-victim) shared that if she was experiencing CPVA, she would utilise the relocation
method. She did not mention engaging extended family connections in her native country

(Nigeria) but rather suggested using existing infrastructures like boarding schools.

Ronke: I just want to be African for a minute. I would just send the children back to
Nigeria.
A.A: Interesting. Why would you do that?
Ronke: Well, it might look like it’s a bit abusive, but I’ll send them to boarding
school in Nigeria. I just feel like the system there will work better with them. By the
time they return, they would be a changed person...as a Nigerian parent I would do
that. I’'m not gonna wait here and watch my children go into things that I wouldn’t
be able to redeem them back.
Ronke’s preferential stance on the Nigerian system as one of transformation reflects the
thought-processes of Oyinka and Tito (mother-victims) who believed that the African

boarding school system would instil a culture of discipline, and respect in the child using
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violence. Nonetheless, despite there being some consensus between Black mothers and
mother-victims on the use of transnational family networks and relocation methods to
navigate CPVA, this coping strategy also received critical responses. According to

Elizabeth, the risks around the relocation approach are in its indeterminate nature.

‘It doesn’t always work. I remember this boy who was stabbed in uni, when he was
12/13, his mom sent him back to Nigeria, he spent two years there, brought him
back, he still joined a gang. Another woman sent her children there, and they came
back sound. It depends on the environment they are exposed to in Nigeria, depends
on where you kept them.’ - Elizabeth, Married Mother, Black African and Social
Worker.

While relocation could either improve or worsen the child’s behaviour and relationship

with their mother, there were judgmental views of mother-victims who took this approach.

Enitan viewed it as shifting maternal responsibility to another person. She vehemently

dissented that there could be any desirable result using this informal support pathway.

‘There we go again. Another parent trying to push their parenting onto somebody
else. You haven’t been able to look after them, to get them to behave, then you
send them to Nigeria to do what exactly? To live with whom exactly? It's bad news
and it will end tears, nothing [good] is going to come of it.” — Enitan, Married

Mother, Black African and Social Worker.

A driving force behind the presence of African and Caribbean immigrants in Britain is the

search for better opportunities for themselves and their children. The decision to send one’s

child(ren) back to native countries and live with extended family members carries the ‘pain
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of separation, dislocation and sometimes regret’ (Asima, 2018: 197). The findings of this
study suggest that attitudes within the African and Caribbean community towards the
relocation method are conflicted. Therefore, the collective social and cultural spaces
surrounding Black mother-victims will determine whether or not the use of transnational
family networks is encouraged as a viable support pathway following CPVA. Moreover, it
must be acknowledged that relocating a child for instigating CPVA is not an option for all

mothers.

For instance, it is unavailable to those subject to immigration proceedings, with unsettled or
undocumented status, or those who do not have dual citizenship and are unable to freely
move across borders. Such was the case for Fatou (a mother-victim) who fled Sierra Leone
at the end of the civil war with her son, who was being groomed as a child solider. Fatou’s
story was shared by her psychologist Mary-Anne, who was interviewed in this study.
According to Mary-Anne’s account, due to Fatou’s son being exposed to violence in his
native country, there were ‘push and pull factors towards gang affiliations’ in the UK. She
described °‘suitable intelligence’ that he was involved in drug dealing and after Fatou
confiscated his bike, violent outbursts began at home. Fatou’s navigation of CPV A required
service engagement, as the relocation method was an impossible pathway for an asylum

seeker.

Spiritually-centred Coping Practices

Research across several decades has consistently found that Black women rely on religion,
faith and spirituality to cope with and navigate life adversities. These include race-related
oppression, sexism, the stress of single parenting, physical and psychological illness,
intimate partner violence, among other challenging family dynamics (Dodson and

Townsend-Gikes, 1986; Utsey et al. 2000; Brodsky, 2000; McAdoo, 1995; Mattis, 2002;
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Braxton et al. 2007; Greer, 2011; Shorter-Gooden, 2004; Edge, 2013; Harris, 2019; Watson-
Singleton et al. 2020; Oyewuwo-Gassikia, 2020; Kent et al. 2023; Karaba, 2024). According
to Mattis’s qualitative inquiry, when Black women are faced with adversity, religion and
spirituality assists their ‘meaning-making’ and coping experiences by helping them accept
realities, transcend limitations, grapple with existential questions, discern their destiny,
experience growth and trust in divine knowledge and guidance (2002: 309). When family
violence occurs, spiritually-centred practices are salient for Black and minoritised women
(Femi-Ajao, 2018; Thiara and Harrison, 2021; McLean et al. 2003; Anand and Cochrane,
2005). The findings of this thesis confirm their relevance in navigating CPVA. Five out of
eight mother-victims emphasised the value of ‘prayer’, ‘spiritual healing’, ‘relying on

church family’ and ‘local religious groups’ to cope with their child’s abusive behaviour.

‘I strongly believe in prayer and have been receiving excellent free support from

my local church’ — Elaine, Grandmother, Black Caribbean

A.A: How were you managing the situation before services came into the picture?

Oyinka: The only other way of managing stuff, and its church really.

A.A: Did you share at church?

Oyinka: No, just personally praying, and praying. Going for church programmes,
believing God that things will get better. The way to manage for me was to keep

praying, hoping for the best and talking to her whenever she’s calm.

While the spiritual observations of mother-victims were practiced individually, Oyinka and
Elaine emphasised seeking support from their faith leaders. This decision could be grounded

in ‘Africentric’ values that emphasise seeking guidance from elders and community leaders,
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alongside individualised spiritual practices like rituals, prayers and meditations which lower
distress (Greer, 2011; Mattis, 2002; Abrums, 2004; Utsey et al. 2000). Seeking the counsel
of religious leaders could also be linked to the perception that there was a spiritual cause
behind their child’s abusive behaviour. The concept of sacred maternity was addressed in

Chapter 5, and the maternal blame experienced for failing in this duty detailed in Chapter 7.

‘Eventually, I told my pastor because there was a day, we were getting ready to go
to church and she kicked off...that day she said she was going to kill me. I was a
worker in church, so I called the pastor to let him know. He left the church and came
to my house. As he was talking to her, she was feeling remorse...like maybe she

overreacted’ - Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

The Black church has historically and presently offered women a wider church family that
operates a kinship network providing emotional and financial support, job referrals and a
nurturing environment (McAdoo, 1995: 428). Though the role of faith-based organisations
(FBO) in supporting Black women affected by domestic abuse has been considered (Shaw
et al. 2022; Williams and Jenkins, 2019; Femi-Ajao, 2016; Bent-Goodley, 2006), there is
scope for future studies to examine the role of these institutions in responding to CPVA. For
the purpose of this study, I briefly engaged with a Pastor who had supported four Black
mother-victims. In our dialogue, I queried why, as a faith leader, he believes these women
sought his help. Reece responded by highlighting the importance of sharing or at least
understanding the cultural worldview of Black mother-victims. This includes recognising
their desire for the abuse to end and their child’s behaviour challenged but for the family to
remain intact and the future prospects of their child unharmed by their disclosure. A pressing

concern mother-victims had around services was that attention would shift from their child’s
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abusive behaviour to a critical examination of their parenting (a point I return to later in the

chapter).

‘The reason they come to church, to pastors, is because number one, confidentiality,
they can trust the pastors. Pastors keep the family together. Most of the social
workers are White and their cultural worldview... they don’t have a clue the social
context of the Black community. White social workers don't know what respect
really means when it comes to our community. Pastors understand what respect

means from the mother’s own worldview.” — Reece, School teacher and Faith leader

In Chapters 2 and 3, I considered the cultural codes and values shaping family dynamics
within African and Caribbean communities and the expectation that children reverence the
sacredness of motherhood. Black mother-victims sought the counsel of Black faith leaders
who shared this reverential view of motherhood and understood how CPVA undermined
that idealised image. It is possible they did so believing their child’s behaviour would be
considered the problem, as opposed to the child or their mothering practice. Through
spiritually-centred practices, Black women reduce their need to rely on society, services and
government (Woods-Giscombe, 2010; Laio et al. 2020:85; Mattis, 2002). While adopting
these self-directed coping practices can be empowering, one professional was weary of
mothers who solely considered spiritual and religious coping strategies to the exclusion of

all other mediums of support.

‘I know many Black African people who if a child has any of those issues, they'll
pray to Jesus for him to take it away as opposed to get professional help. It is
something that happens quite a lot across the Black culture for different reasons’ —

Teona Parent Group Facilitator
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Teona’s comments highlight a challenge within the Black community: the contention
between using faith/spiritually-centred coping strategies to respond to personal and family
problems while also proactively engaging with professional help. Studies have shown that
spiritual coping strategies, for example prayer and church attendance, could sometimes be
seen as ultimate solutions and a barrier to seeking psychiatric treatment for mental illness

(Breland-noble et al. 2015; Pederson, 2023; Pederson and Pederson, 2023).

Barriers to Collective and Spiritually-Centred Support

Disclosure: a trigger of further abuse

When disclosing their experiences of CPVA within family and religious networks, Black
mother-victims, particularly those raising children alone, hope to access the support of
othermothers, community fathers and religious leaders. However, this thesis found there are
instances where disclosure within collective and spiritual networks can trigger further abuse.
One professional highlighted that a mother’s disclosure could be seen as ‘snitching’, and
therefore the aggression following disclosure could be interpreted as punishment for this

perceived act of betrayal.

‘Inviting communities or agencies into your home is seen as snitching...The family
is a very protected area, nobody’s gonna want to go snitch on their child’- Jada,

Independent Domestic Violence Advocate.

In my discussion with a social worker, she recalled a situation where twin daughters were
verbally abusing their Nigerian mother. When she enquired about their motives, the girls
explained they were enraged by their mum ‘telling their business to the whole church’.

Similarly, in conversations with a London-based youth worker, the case of a young boy,
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who had physically abused his mother, was raised. When challenged on his actions, he
responded, ‘why does she always tell everyone that I'm bad. She doesn’t love me’. This may
suggest that children who use violence and abuse in the home feel shame about their actions
when their behaviour is made known to outsiders. A mother’s disclosure may
unintentionally confirm a negative perception. In both cases the mothers, one Nigerian and
one Caribbean, were single mothers. They relied significantly on their social and religious
networks to share the burdens they single-handedly carried while raising their children.
However, Betty shared how the involvement from family and community members can

actually heighten tensions at home between mother and child.

‘A mother might ask [her community] for help, but the help that’s coming in does
not really have a listening ear...family members are horrified that their little nephew
or niece is (pause) like this how you’re treating your mom? The adults coming in are
trying to be another parent for the child. They say ‘you do not do this in this family.

This is your role, behave well” that type of thing’ — Betty, Therapist.

These reflections suggest that responses of intervening family members after discovering
CPVA can be an important determinant of whether Black mother-victims feel supported

after disclosure or are made vulnerable to further incidents of abuse.

Shame as a silencer

As with many immigrant communities residing in England, Black mothers socialise by
participating in religious and social ethnic groups (Raj and Silverman, 2002a; Femi-Ajao,
2018:208). Femi-Ajao (2018) found that African women of Nigerian descent refused to
disclose experiences of intimate partner violence for fear of community gossip and to avoid

shame and ostracisation from their social groups. Black mother-victims adopted a similar
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approach when their children displayed violence and abusive behaviours. However, in this
thesis, the shame mothers anticipated was tied to the idealised cultural image of maternity
in which they felt they failed. Chapter 5 extensively details these idealisations, but put
simply, motherhood is considered a position of spiritual honour, dignity and reverence
within various African and Caribbean communities, and the sacredness of maternity is
honoured through the respect and obedience of ‘good’ children. Therefore, the very

occurrence of CPVA was in conflict with these values:

‘It’s an embarrassment. As a mother, I should have it all together. I should be able

to control my children, not my children controlling me’ — Amina, Single Mother,

Black African

‘For this Ghanaian Muslim family, their concern was very much ‘what would our
community think of it, think of us?’ This is haram. This is unheard of. We provided
everything this child needs and yet here we are.” There is such a heavy sense of
shame. They were very concerned with how their faith community would look at

them’ - Mary-Anne, Psychologist.

For Black mothers, the inconceivability of their predicament, being so far-removed from the
cultural ideals of motherhood, intensified feelings of shame and they were apprehensive of
being misunderstood and judged by their community. Chapter 7 explored how these women
experience maternal guilt, mother-blame and responsibility transference in complex and
layered ways. It illustrated how Black mother-victims were blamed for CPVS because they

practiced a ‘failed motherhood’. Ultimately, the fear of being shamed, blamed and judged
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within family, religious and community groups was a barrier to Black mother-victims

utilising collective support pathways.

In her attempt to demonstrate the perceived inconceivability of Black mothers experiencing
CPVA, one mother-victim drew reference to male victims of intimate partner violence.
While both situations are realities, Chardonae felt the view that men cannot be victims of
abuse perpetuated by women was similar to the perception of a Black mother being the
victim of her child’s behaviour. She shared that after disclosing her abuse to community
members, they struggled to reconcile their view of her to that of a victim, and least of all by

a child they believed she should exercise control over.

‘It’s like a man admitting to being a victim of domestic violence. It’s like, really?
But you’re stronger? Black women suffer from that same disconnect. You should
just get your Dutch pot and whack him. Give him a good old slapping, fight back
and he’ll stop it. The bully will stop bullying you, if you stand up to the bully.

[Anthony] was a bully.” — Chardonae, Married Mother, Black Caribbean

As CPVA violates cultural understanding of Black mother-child dynamics, the shame of
‘failed motherhood’ and seeking help for highly stigmatised family issues came with the
risk of collective shaming and a sense of isolation. Some participants pointed to the
possibility of competition and comparison within family, social and religious communities.
To illustrate his point, Daniel raised the Afro-Caribbean proverb of raising children within
a village. Though acknowledging the popular rhetoric of collective childrearing practices
across Black communities, he observes that the realities of competition, pretence and

comparison in communities should not be denied.
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‘We’ve got this saying, but does it actually work? ‘It takes a village to raise a child.’
But what happens when the villagers become very competitive? I know Caribbean
families will say ‘don’t chat my business outside’, so where do you go for help?
Everybody’s trying to live this perfect life. Trying to be Miss Bouquet when you’re
actually Miss Bucket!.- Daniel, Head of Parent Engagement, and Restorative Justice

Facilitator

Oyinka expressed her concern about disclosing CPVA within collective networks for fear
that it could be weaponised against her. She confirmed a cultural narrative endorsed within
African circles against the sharing of family challenges to outsiders. She reflected on how

her White colleagues appeared to freely disclosed family matters she considered private.

Oyinka: As Africans you don't really want to share what is happening.
A.A: Why do you think that is?
Oyinka: Maybe it's the way we were brought up, we just feel that people use what's
happening to you against you. I don’t know how it works with White people, but I
feel like they are more open. They just tell you 'oh my daughter is this and my son
turned gay’. I work with them. They just come up and tell you wilfully. But for us,
we always want to be seen in a good light.’

Oyinka describes the socialisation of Black mothers to present a positive appearance of their

families or control the external narrative around their home matters. This stance can be

1 The reference here concerns the British sitcom ‘Keeping Up Appearances’ that aired from 1990-1995. Its
central character, Hyacinth Bucket, a pompous housewife, aspires to climb the social ladder despite her
working-class family background. As such she insists that her surname (Bucket) is pronounced Bouquet.
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linked to the internalisation of strength among Black women as a cultural standard and
expectation within their communities and beyond. Chapter 5 introduced the concept of
‘maternal might’ and explicated the idealisation of strength within Black motherwork. It
established that within Black communities, respectability and reverential status are not
automatically afforded to all mothers but reserved to those who demonstrate strength in the
face of life’s hardships and use their maternal might to advance the ecosystem of Black
family life and community survival. This suggests that within some social, family and
spiritual networks, there may be expectations on Black mothers as matriarchal providers to
not solely build their families, but to provide self-generated solutions to family issues, while

maintaining a positive external representation of their families.

Internalisation of Strength

As discussed in Chapter 3, the ‘Strong Black woman’ is a race-gender trope that
encapsulates a cultural expectation on Black women to display unrelenting strength, self-
sufficiency, and the assumption of multiple roles through sacrificial caregiving (Woods-
Giscombé, 2010; McDaniel et al. 2023). This valorisation of strength can be a significant
barrier to seeking support following an experience of abuse. The SBW trope posits that when
challenges arise, it is incumbent on Black women to prioritise getting through the issue as
opposed to getting help. Jane, a mother-victim and qualified social worker, reflected on the
plight of Black mothers in her community, who in the face of family challenges like CPVA

or intimate partner violence, feel the need to maintain a presentation of strength.

‘There are a lot of single moms in my community and they’re all strong. They've
all done what they have to do. They don't want to be seen as weak. They feel like,
I've dealt with it... it's okay. We are alright. That's how they function.” - Jane,

Single Mother, Black British
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Chardonae, though of Caribbean heritage, echoed similar thoughts to Oyinka about a
prevalent culture of silence around family issues in the Black community. However, she
highlighted the impact of racism, slavery and discrimination on Black people as contributing

to the pressure to appear strong and protect themselves from scrutiny.

‘Maybe it’s a protection thing. We cannot be seen to fail. It’s going to sound really
weird, but they defeated us because we were enslaved. Slavery weakened us. We
weren’t strong enough to not be slaves. It’s irrational but we have to appear strong,

show no level of weakness even amongst ourselves.” — Chardonae, Married Mother,

Black Caribbean

Due to the added pressure on Black women to shun vulnerability and exhibit strength, they
can exhibit low levels of self-compassion and low use of collective coping strategies which
further psychologically isolate them in experiences of pain and abuse (Laio et al 2020).
Chapter 3 theorised how the cultural tropes of the ‘Strong Black Woman’ and ‘The
Superwoman’ contribute to systematic oppression against Black women and their families
by denying their vulnerability and limiting their access to resources by compelling them to

rely on internal strength to survive (Hill-Collins, 1999; Laio et al. 2020: 85).
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Engagement with Schools, Social Services and Criminal Legal
Institutions

While there are a growing number of specialist services addressing CPVA and domestic
violence organisations offering support for this subtype of family violence, the engagement
of Black mothers with these services remains low. This thesis shows that Black mother-
victims of CPVA may encounter difficulties with seeking formal support, particularly from
statutory services, because they mother racialised children, who may be subject to processes
of discrimination and criminalisation. This section outlines the barriers these women

experience when engaging with schools, social care services, and criminal legal institutions.

Euphemistic Language

One major step towards receiving support at service-level is firstly the recognition of
experiences as abuse. This identification process requires using recognisable language when
communicating about CPVA. This thesis found that the ability of Black mothers to
communicate their abuse experiences was hindered by their use of euphemistic language.
They categorised their child’s use of violence and abuse as ‘misbehaviour’, ‘disrespectful’
or ‘rudeness’, which undermined the severity of their suffering and the extent of harm they
endured. The mother’s use of euphemistic language may indicate a lack of recognition on
their part, but perhaps also assists in minimising the incidents of violence (in their minds) to

situations they can self-manage without the need of pursuing formal support.

‘They don't call it abuse. They call it disrespect, misbehaviour. Disrespect has been
the biggest word. When I ask, what do you mean by disrespect? That is when I get
the stories behind it. They don’t... wouldn't call it abuse.’- Patty Parent and Y outh

Coach.
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‘Mothers haven't necessarily termed it as child to adolescent parent violence because
part of this is an education issue. They will say things that 'thumping down his
mother' or 'he's just gone mad'. The cognition is not there that this is a form of

domestic abuse...’— Miriam, Child Safeguarding Consultant

‘We've seen a lot of verbal abuse, but they don't identify that as a form of abuse’—

Kukua, Independent Domestic Violence Advocate (IDVA)

Euphemistic language was also used by some mothers when sharing non-physical forms of
abuse, particularly those verbal or financial in nature (discussed in Chapter 6). In speaking
about their abuse experiences euphemistically, Black mothers participate in a form of
reputational management for themselves and their children. This may help deflect away
from the existing stigma and false perception of dysfunctional parenthood within the Black
community and its link to youth offending. The choice of language used can work to

minimise abuse experiences and impede effective access to formal support pathways.

Limited recognition of underlying factors

Clinical studies have highlighted a range of associated factors in the commission of CPVA
(see Chapter 2). However, there were Black women who struggled to recognise these
underlying conditions or factors which shaped how they sought help. For example, not
knowing a child was being bullied at school or a victim of crime. One mother was unaware
that her son was falling into a depressed state. He was experiencing anxiety and chronic
fatigue as symptoms of depression, but she misinterpreted his behaviour. Unaware and
unable to seek mental health support for him, escalations occurred, resulting in violent and

aggressive outbursts in the home.
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‘Because he lays in bed, wasn’t going into college, she [mum] classified it as lazy,
but he was going into depression because of all this crap that hit the fan. His friend
being attacked, a bike being taken, another friend being beat up. One day he was
standing with the boy that took the bike back, then he was marked and targeted from
there. You know what they say about guilty by association, all that stuff.” - Betty,

Therapist

Studies that examine parental help-seeking behaviours have established a clear link between
their awareness of underlying causes and the use of available support services (Thurston et
al. 2018:162; Williams et al. 2022). It is likely then that parents unaware of the multiple
factors underlying their child’s use of CPVA will be unacquainted with the tools and
services that could help reduce levels of disruption in the home. An inability to recognise a
problem can impede the need to seek support. Oyinka reflected that the development,
training and education she has had since the time of her CPVA experience, has meant that

she better understands, with hindsight, the causes underlying her daughter’s behaviour.

“The last two years, I started working in mental health and I've begun to better
understand things about her behaviour which I wouldn't have known at the time—

Oyinka, Married Mother, Black African

Now a mental health professional, with hopes of qualifying as a social worker, Oyinka’s
training increased her awareness of mental illness as underlying factor for CPVA. Though
an isolated account, Oyinka’s experience suggests that it is possible for Black mother-
victims to develop their recognition of associated factors underlying their child’s behaviour,

which could enhance their willingness to engage with services.
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Resisting the stigma of labelling

The underutilisation of services by Black mother-victims was not only linked to limited
recognition, but at times an active resistance of the pathologising of their children through
professional diagnosis around mental illness or special education needs. The findings of this
study notably depart from existing research which show that clinical diagnosis is desired by
mothers as it helps increase empathy towards their child and better advocate for their access
to professional treatment (Holt, 2012: Edenborough et al. 2008; Stewart et al. 2007). Three
Black professionals suggested that there may be a stronger resistance to this in the Black
community, due to a deep-rooted suspicion towards the labels of mental illness, special
education needs, or neurological differences being used as a ‘justified” means of excluding

Black children and lowering expectations of their future prospects.

‘There are mothers that don’t want it [diagnosis]. It’s double-barrelled isn’t it? In
schools’ people can have lower expectations of a child with a diagnosis. It’s the

stigma around it, and there’s culture as well’ — Betty, therapist

‘SEN in the African Caribbean community isn't really recognised like that. A lot of
folks who have SEN go undiagnosed that leads into fixed term and permanent
exclusions in school. Mom doesn't even know what SEN is. She hasn't been given
the strategies to be able to cope with it, so they are [her and her son] at loggerheads’
— Daniel, Head of Parent Engagement, and Restorative Justice Facilitator
In addition to working as youth and mental health professionals, Derica and Patty also serve
as Black community leaders. They recounted instances of Black mothers resisting a

diagnosis for their child as a maternal strategy to protect their future prospects from the
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stigma of mental illness. Their practice of maternal activism looked like resisting labels

perceived to pathologise Black children and portray them as broken, deficient or abnormal.

‘A child having special education needs...the family not being accepting of the
diagnosis. They are somewhat in denial or refusing to accept the truth of the

diagnosis and what it means for the child.” — Derica, CAMHS CBT Therapist

‘Parents are trying to protect the future of their children. They're saying, if this
[CPVA] changes, they don't want that stigma against him in the future. Who wants
extra stuff on their kids record? They must deal with issues around being Black just
coming into an interview...if you have all the other mental health issues added to it
as well, as parents we think that our children are not going to have a chance in the

world’ - Patty, Parent and Youth Coach (Black African, Married Mother).

The suspicion around the pathologising of Black children through schools and special
education dates back to British educational policy from the 1940s to 1970s, which
disproportionately categorised Black Caribbean pupils and those of other ethnic minority
backgrounds as ‘educationally subnormal’ (Rampton, 1981; Mirza, 2009; Wallace and
Joseph-Salisbury, 2022). The term populated by the Education Act 1944 was used to
categorise children with low academic attainment (Williams, 1965; The Underwood Report,
1955). Recent studies indicate that little has changed in the reality of Black experiences in

schools (Demie, 2019; Wallace and Joseph-Salisbury, 2022; Warren et al. 2022; Ray, 2021).

One study found that children of ethnic background can be over-represented for some types

of SEN and underrepresented in others (Strand and Lindorff, 2018). While there are aspects
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of SEN that have an objective biological basis, there are ‘judgmental categories’ where
subjective conclusions are constructed with reference to a pupil’s behaviour. It is within this
category that a disproportionate identification of Black pupils is higher (Strand and Lindorff,
2021; Skiba et al. 2008: 69). In some studies, Black parents have expressed their view of
special education as a tool used by some teachers to exclude Black children (Williams et al.
2017a; Bhopal, 2014; Williams and Bryan, 2013). The label of mental illness or even
neurodiversity can be seen as stigmatising and intersects with other processes of
discrimination. As such, pursuing formal support pathways that may result in receiving a
diagnosis may be avoided by some Black mothers as this outcome is perceived to likely to

isolate a Black child, leading to further problems rather than assistance.

Balancing Motherhood, Victimhood and Advocacy

Nevertheless, suspicion and concern around the stigma of labelling were not shared by all
Black mother-victims. Jane, a qualified and practicing social worker, shared how she
‘fought’ to get a professional diagnosis of her son’s autism and how important this was to
her identity as a mother. Initially, it did not occur to Jane that her son could be experiencing
challenges related to neurodivergence until she began comparing his behaviour with his
older and younger siblings. Considering her vocational background (social worker) in a
helping profession, Jane was likely aware of the possible conditions and factors underlying
CPVA. Though risks of stigmatisation persist, she saw a diagnosis as a pathway to accessing

more support for her son.

‘Not saying I condoned it, but there was a reason behind my son’s behaviour. It

helped me a lot. Because I was thinking, why would my son want to just attack me

or pull my hair? Or get in my face or make me feel sad? I used think, am I a crap
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mom? What's going on? But [ knew I wasn't because I had older children and it

was just this particular child’- Jane, Black British Single Mother.

From professional accounts, the Black mother-victims willing to engage with schools and
family services were driven by the need to seek help for their children whose behaviour
stemmed from various psychological and neurological challenges. For these mothers, their
willingness to engage with formal support pathways was predicated on receiving assurance
that their children would be helped and supported, as opposed to stigmatised, punished or

criminalised for their actions.

‘The first ever referral we received was a mother and daughter. The daughter had
autism, maybe 14. The mother was physically hurt and had to go to the hospital, but
her concern was always, what services can you offer to my child? Every call, every
conversation: ‘Is there resources for my child? What kind of organisation can support
my child? What can you do for my child?’— Kukua, Independent Domestic Violence

Advocate.

Black mothers found that they had to balance a tripartite role of mother-victim-advocate
when seeking support for their child. For Jane, who believed her son was on the spectrum,
her advocacy efforts were towards getting his school to support with a diagnosis and offer
behaviour management assistance. While Zaya also sought help from services but felt

frustrated at long waiting periods and the lack of support offered interim.
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‘[Seeking help] falls on deaf ears, falls onto a waiting list that never reaches your
child because he is Black. Services are quick to say nothing and do nothing, Zaya,

Single Mother, Black Caribbean and White.

‘I had to hold the school accountable. Because when I was trying to address...I kept
saying, look there's something going on, we need to have a SEND co meeting
because, we're struggling at home with his behaviours as well. It was a fight right
through. We didn't get a diagnosis until he was 15, just before he's on his GCSE.” —

Jane, Single Mother, Black British.

Jane’s five-year wait for her son’s diagnosis and Zaya’s continued wait are not unique
experiences. Many families with neurodivergent children experience a prolonged wait for a
diagnosis (Children’s Commissioner, 2024). However, for Black parents and their children,
the relationship between the under-diagnosis and over-diagnosis of special educational
needs and neurodivergence is complicated and extends beyond the common frustrations of
a prolonged waiting period. The intersecting struggle of ableism and racism frame the
negative encounters for Black children and their mothers in schools and services. Marsha
Martin, the founder and CEO of Black SEN Mamas recognised that within learning
institutions, ‘teachers are under-trained in SEND and cultural diversity and allow
unconscious beliefs and basis to inform the way they perceive and respond to the Black

child’s behaviour’.
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School: A Site of Struggle

Schools are a key setting for building the behavioural, emotional and social outcomes of
young people (Goldberg et al. 2019). They are also uniquely positioned to support the
wellbeing of parents by providing them resources and information around stress
management, the mental health of their children/adolescents and empower parental
wellbeing (Ibid; Maynard et al. 2019). However, school can also be a site of struggle. A
resistance towards school has been observed as a cause of conflict between parents and their
children (Condry et al. 2020). Bullying has also been linked to a child’s aggressive
behaviour at home (Cottrell and Monk, 2004). In this thesis, two mother-victims and several
professionals shared how a child’s experience of bullying and unfair treatment by teachers

in school resulted in a transfer of aggression towards mothers at home.

‘Because of his frustrations, he is being bullied in school because of his
neurodiversity. He was being targeted by other pupils; he just didn't know how to
handle it. And he's coming home and takes it out on me and his sister, it was awful,

it was horrendous.” — Jane, Single Mother, Black British

‘They [teachers] were always calling me, giving reports that she's very outspoken.
She's like the spokesperson who will face the teacher and say no, ‘that's wrong’, or
this or that. And, of course, some teachers don't like confrontation.” — Oyinka,

Married Mother, Black African.

For Black children schools can be ‘sites of social suffering, particularly for those
misrepresented as having severe behavioural issues or whose learning differences were

considered deficits (Wallace, 2018a; Wallace and Joseph-Salisbury, 2022). In 1971, Bernard
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Coard’s seminal book How the West Indian Child is Made Educationally Sub-normal in the
British School System provided an empirical account of how institutional racism in British
schooling system misallocated and misrepresented the ability of Black pupils. The
racialisation and criminalisation of Black children in learning institutions remains a pressing
contemporary issue. From facing punishment and exclusion on factors concerning their
identity, with their cultural hairstyles being perceived by educators as rule-defying and
distracting (Essien and Wood, 2021; Joseph-Salisbury and Connelly, 2018) to the
construction of their expressive and confident mannerisms as ‘disruptive’ and ‘aggressive’
behaviour (Perera, 2020: 8; Gunter, 2015). Through this, school life can be complicated and

traumatic for Black children whose criminalisation extends into classrooms (Gunter, 2015).

Less attention has been paid to how racialised encounters at school are experienced as
oppression by Black children which might trigger anger, violence and abuse in the home.
However, participants in this study suggested that racialised experiences of young Black
people within social institutions can contribute to disruption at home. When Jane first
approached her son’s school for support, initially teachers would dismiss her requests for
assistance and a diagnosis by using her son’s behaviour to justify his exclusion from school.
In addition to her son experiencing bullying from peers at school, he also faced
discrimination and unfair punishment from his teachers. Rather than view him as vulnerable
and in need of support, Jane’s son was perceived as deviant and his exclusion from school
seen as the solution to navigating behavioural challenges. This worsened her son’s
wellbeing, which had compounding effects on intensifying his behaviour towards her at

home.
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‘Teachers were saying... he doesn't even look at you, when you're talking to him.
We can't have him in, he's a...” what’s the word one of the teachers said? I'll think of
it in a minute. I was thinking this just isn't right. They're not rude and obnoxious,

they just haven’t got the social skills.” — Jane, Single Mother, Black British

Jane’s experience with school as a site of struggle was reflected in professional accounts
who acknowledged that some schools could be dismissive of children with challenging
behaviour, without first exploring the underlying issues. Oyinka’s daughter attended a
private school in the South West of England, where she was a visibly ethnic minority
student. Her daughter’s outspoken personality in a conservative environment was difficult
for staff to embrace. Oyinka felt her daughter was being marked out as a problem child due

to her personality.

‘I don't know what happened this particular day or whatever she did in school, but
they called me. She walked out on a teacher, walked out of the school compound
protesting what the teacher had done. They reprimanded the girls and called us
[parents] to come and carry our daughters back home.” — Oyinka, Married Mother,

Black African.

Oyinka’s daughter experienced mental health problems and attempted to take her own life.
After her first suicide attempt, Oyinka and her husband approached the school to find out
more about her school-life and enquire as to whether it could be linked to her mental health
crisis. Instead of being offered support, the school shifted blame to Oyinka, emphasising

that her daughter’s distresses must be linked to matters of the home.
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‘We went to the school...it was a serious matter that she wants to kill herself. The
school were only trying to defend themselves. They were pushing it back to us,
saying that it’s the issues she was facing at home that was affecting her. They said

it’s a home problem, it’s not a school problem. We kind of had to leave it at that.’

By shifting responsibility for CPVA (and its underlying factors) to Black mother-victims

and their homes, schools may confirm mother’s initial suspicions of the inadequacy of

formal support available. Mabel, a mental health professional of Caribbean descent,

reflected on the challenging relations between schools, Black mothers and their children.

‘Some of the teachers, they gossip. Some Caucasian teachers don't really know how
to deal with a Black child. Some do understand the background and cultural aspects
of things, but some don't. They say, ‘that’s the troubled child or angry’. Just leave
them in the corner. Can't be bothered to deal with them, or have a teacher’s assistant

stay with them’ — Mabel, Counsellor and Psychotherapist

Natalia, a manager of a Youth Offending Service, recognised that many of the young Black

people involved in justice services had challenging experiences of school, from the primary

age.

‘Some of the children who were labelled as being difficult...well actually, there's a
clear learning difficulty here, or a need for an ASD or ADHD assessment. [Knowing
this] you're able to understand why the classroom environment might have been
challenging, or why they couldn't adhere to boundaries at home.’ - Natalia, Youth

Offending Service (YOS) Manager
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Schools are uniquely positioned to support young people and their families as they have
more access to resources than some individual parents. However, despite their role in
supporting the development of all children and assisting parents in this shared responsibility,
there were two mothers who experienced a lack of curiosity and described schools as failing
their children. As previous research indicates that Black children are more readily labelled
as violent or disruptive (Perera, 2020: 8; Gunter, 2015) this suggests there may be a problem
with schools identifying and supporting Black mothers experiencing CPVA. The findings
from this thesis indicate that there are Black mothers, like Jane, who, alongside their victim
experiences choose to advocate for their children, who are also victims of wider racial and
systemic discrimination. Further research might focus on the approach of schools to this

problem.

Institutional Distrust and Barriers to Formal Support Pathways

Systemic racism

The racialised experiences Black mothers and their children encounter within British school
systems is reflective of their accounts navigating other services, including social care and
criminal legal institutions. With regards to social care, studies show concern as to whether
perceptions around childhood innocence and vulnerability apply to young Black people
(Davis, 2022; Roberts, 1994: 874; 2014). Through the process of adultification, Black
children are considered ‘less innocent’, more ‘street wise’ and ‘aggressive’ within schools,
child protection and mental health services (NSPCC Learning, 2022). One mother, Zaya,
feared that her disclosure and use of services would only ‘confirm’ these racialised views of
Black youth. She was inclined to think her son would be perceived stereotypically as

opposed to being seen as vulnerable and in need of support.
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‘In Africa or the Caribbean, you can be who you are. Here, our sons are pushed
into stereotypes and racial profiles. There is overt hostility towards Black boys.
Help comes if your child engages, why would your child engage with the system
that causes the problem?’ — Zaya, Widowed Mother, Black Mixed (Caribbean and

white)

Zaya’s reflections suggest her fears that abuse disclosure and engagement with formal
support may give a false sense of legitimacy to racist stereotypes of Black children and youth
and undermine the quality of support available. Studies suggest there are preconceptions and
systemic biases that negatively can influence the safeguarding of Black children and
compromise the quality of responses implying they are not in need protection and support
(Davis and Marsh, 2020; Davis, 2022; Duberry, 2021). The reality of these findings was
confirmed through Betty’s account (a family practitioner and therapist) who recollected a
time she had witnessed a non-Black caseworker refuse to take on the case of a Black mother-
victim and son. The case file detailed the extent of CPVA experienced and included
descriptions of her son’s physical appearance as being tall and largely built, despite being in
early adolescence. These were reasons listed by Betty’s colleague as why she wanted the

case to be reallocated to someone else.

‘Family support workers, services are very much White middle class. This family I
was working with... there was violence, and he was smashing things up at home.
The case was for a family support worker but reading his file... it said he was very
tall and built, a lot of young Black boys are very tall. She said she’s scared; she

doesn’t want to do the case. That’s when they put it on my caseload. I made the
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initial appointment. He was reluctant to meet but [when he did] I couldn’t believe
the way he was talking about his feelings. He said afterwards, I’m never able to talk

to the ones they send to me normally.’

Though a single account, Betty’s reflection highlights that within services Black bodies can
be racialised as threatening. By virtue of the adultification process, Black children can be
seen as intimidating by the professionals supporting them which can affect the quality of
support provided. Two Black mothers (non-victims) participating in the focus group
expressed doubts about approaching family services in any capacity. They believed in
limiting the scope for systems to intervene in their family life following racialised suspicions

around the (in)adequacy of Black mothering.

‘I am African, [ wasn’t born here, I just feel automatically that the system hates me.
I’ll need to be careful [approaching services] because tables can be turned, instead
of them investigating [CPVA], I will be scrutinised.” — Esther, Black African,

Married Mother.

“To begin to look for help will be difficult, because the same people you’re gonna
go to for help for are the same people causing our problems. They take our children
or separate us from our children when they recognise that we have a problem.

[Services] are going to add to your problems’ — Teona, Parent Group Facilitator

As shared in earlier sections, though the role of nurturer and protector is a common

experience in motherhood, regardless of race, ethnicity or class, advocacy and maternal

activism form essential parts of Black motherhood due to the realities of raising racialised
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children. However, where Black mothers have advocated for their children experiencing
discrimination or racial microaggressions, their strength has been problematised as
threatening and intimidating (Brathwaite, 2020; Allen and White-Smith, 2018; Reynolds,
2005). These prejudicial responses are rooted in the racial tropes of the ‘Strong Black
woman’ and the ‘Angry Black woman’ stereotype which depict Black mothers as hostile

and aggressive (Walley-Jean, 2009; Ashley, 2014; Motro et al. 2022).

“This Angry Black Woman label. Before I was a social worker, I worked in domestic
abuse for 18 years in total. And most victims of abuse are angry. Black mothers of
these children [displaying CPVA] will be treated differently. Treated as though they
are reacting aggressively rather than being traumatised because of what they

experience.” — Catrina, Social Worker.

‘There are cultural differences around how people present, show emotion and
communicate. A problem arises when mothers apparently don’t look sad enough.
But what if you hold yourself together, comport yourself, don’t cry, are very factual
about what happened, say it as it is. You’re not sat there crying your eyes out but
your very angry at what’s gone on. People are thinking you are the mad person.’ -

Lily, Young People Service Manager

While demonstrating strength is expected from Black mothers within their communities and
wider society, they also find themselves in a quandary where their display of strength and
anger are policed in moralistic and prejudicial ways. The ABW and SBW tropes work
together to deny the vulnerability of Black women and raises a barrier to professionals

recognising their victimhood, vulnerability and need for help and protection (Wyatt, 2008;
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Hill-Collins, 2005). This contributes to the dismissal and minimisation of Black maternal
suffering, a commonplace occurrence across various sectors and services. Concerns also
remain about whether services recognise cultural differences around how emotions are
displayed and the messages they communicate. Whether services were in education, schools,
social care, mental health or child protection and justice spheres, institutional intervention
could increase the vulnerability of Black families. It can cause further ‘system violence’ to

parents already experiencing family violence (Holt, 2012: 151).

Investigating Nuances: Youth Offending and CPVA

The connection between young people who offend outside the home and subsequent
displays of abusive behaviour within home is a complex, yet important reality to consider.
In this thesis, professionals raised concerns around youth offending, weapon possession and
child criminal exploitation as being connected to CPVA. They shared that Black women
raising children in cities and neighbourhoods affected by deprivation, crime and heavy
policing were aware of the likelihood of harm occurring outside the home. As some young
people feel safer when carrying weapons, this also increases their likelihood to be victims
and perpetrators of serious youth violence (London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee,
2016). Professionals supporting young people living in these areas recognised the wider

implications of navigating daily life with fear and hyper-vigilance.

‘Some of the young people I support are exposed. Southwark specifically has high
levels of serious youth violence. That ‘on-the-edge hyper-vigilance, I'm going to be
on the defensive before they get me attitude.” They adopt that on road but then think

its functional within the home as well” — Mary-Anne, Psychologist
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‘All of our young people present with so many different risks as well. They might
be kicking off at home, violent towards mom, but they might have behaviours that
go on outside of the family home. It might be county lines or serious youth

violence.’-Natalia, Youth Offending Service (YOS) Manager

Professionals reported that in Black families, incidents of CPVA are often discovered as a
derivative of other investigations into the family linked to crime occurring outside the home.
Natalia, a professional within Youth Justice system, described a pathway in which CPVA is
typically exposed. For example, in one case a young person was arrested for weapon
possession and after contact has been made with the family, it became apparent that he was
threatening his mother and causing severe property damage. By highlighting possible
connections between CPV A and youth offending, this thesis suggests that a young person’s
display of abusive behaviours within the home should not be considered in isolation but

contextualised with an appreciation for the complexities of their real lives.

Contextual safeguarding is a theoretical and operational framework, created by Carlene
Firmin, to draw attention to the cultural and social context in which extra-familial harm
occurs (Firmin, 2020). Although used commonly to understand causes of peer-peer abuse,
the principles of contextual safeguarding emphasise placing the behaviours of young people
within the context of their social reality. Arnez and Condry also argue for the adoption of an
‘holistic and contextual approach’ when thinking about the lives of young people to account
for their relationships, learning experiences and offending (2021:17). For the purpose of my
study, ‘contextual safeguarding’ is useful in highlighting the need to consider the context

and social environment in which Black mother-victims and their children ‘do family life’ as
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it highlights the concerns that shape their victim experiences and disclosure practices

following CPVA.

Recent studies in youth justice reveal that young people involved in crime and criminal
exploitation are vulnerable and should be seen as victims rather than perpetrators (Williams
and Finlay, 2018; National Crime Agency, 2019; Youth Justice Legal Centre, 2020; Arnez
and Condry, 2021). In Natalia’s professional experience, she observed that when harmed by
a child who had offended or was a victim of criminal exploitation, Black mothers viewed

their victimisation as secondary to their child being unsafe and in conflict with the law.

‘In most instances, mothers almost put their abuse to one side. They're like ‘I'm just
really worried about what's happening there, or what he's doing with his time, or that
I can't get a hold of him’. They don't really account for the abuse. They seem
concerned about the child's welfare more than what they're suffering. It's quite

maternal though, isn't it?” — Natalia, Youth Offending Service (YOS) Manager

For Black mother-victims reporting their abuse experiences may feel counterintuitive to the
maternal responsibility to protect their children. One YOS manager described a case where
a mother was regularly threatened with weapons by her son, yet it was not until he was
arrested for issues outside the home, that his violence towards his mother was exposed.
Despite this, she internalised maternal guilt for not being able to protect him from dangers

outside the home.

‘When he got arrested, she said, and it's a really stark statement: ‘I just can't keep

him safe’. And I thought that’s interesting, because actually he’s not making you
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safe. Threatening her with weapons, smashing her walls in... to live with that? But
she seemed more concerned about what was happening outside of the family

home.” — Natalia, Youth Offending Service (YOS) Manager

Adding in the realities of criminal exploitation and youth offending brings a layer of
complexity to Black mother-victims seeking support of justice agents like the police. In
addition to general fears about the criminalization of children and concerns of a moral panic
about behaviour of young people (Condry and Miles, 2013), young Black males are more
likely to be criminalised and disproportionately represented in prison population (Lammy,
2017; Davis and Mash, 2020). Studies reveal how the hyper-surveillance of deprived
communities by police results in the racialised targeting of Black youths, particularly boys,
through an abuse of stop and search powers (Jones, 2020; Philips and Bowling, 2003; 2017).
The visibility and movement of Black males in public spaces have been affected by race and
policing (Reynolds, 2005; Gilroy, 1987; Runnymede Trust, 1996). Earlier sections have
illustrated how Black mothers and their children experience a shared struggle against
systemic racism. As many Black mothers fear their sons being subject to harassment, racial
attacks police and peer-violence (Reynolds, 2005), they may perceive police intervention as

not desirable.

‘Any involvement of reporting or police can be controversial in our community.
The police are seen as the enemy...the distrust between communities spans over
centuries. [ don’t have any children yet, but I know there is no way I would invite
basically a gunman to my house to stop my child abusing me.” - Jada, Independent

Domestic Violence Advocate.

279



Across the Black community notions of racial loyalty and cultural prohibitions guard against
disclosing family challenges to justice authorities. However, this thesis found evidence of
varying views as to whether Black mother-victims should seek formal support from criminal
legal processes. When presented with a vignette (see appendix) and asked to advise Fola (a
Black African mother experiencing CPV A from her twin boys), all the focus group mothers
recognised the internal conflict around whether or not Fola should disclose her predicament.
They echoed concerns of how reporting her sons could engender unwanted service attention
and intervention to the family. Nevertheless, of the eleven Black mothers (non-victims) that
participated in focus group discussion, only two mothers advised addressing CPVA
internally and said they would only consider external support from collective networks if

the behaviour persisted.

‘...Thank God it’s not happened to me, but...even if I’'m being hurt, I wouldn’t be
the first person to rush up to authority, police, whoever. I would first try and resolve

inhouse, hope it is a one-off situation’ — Chioma, Married Mother, Black African

‘As a mother it is difficult to go to any agency to report your children, because of the
love you have. But if the aggression continues, the mother has no choice but to find
another solution...a lot of mothers suffer in silence because they don’t want their
children to get into problems with authorities’ — Tara, Married Mother, Black

African

Niecy put forward a middle-ground approach which did not encourage the reporting of one’s

child to justice authorities for the violence caused, but instead supported engagement with
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therapeutic services to redress behavioural or psychological factors underlining the child’s

conduct.

‘These circumstances are not normal. It can be something to do with mental health
or disabilities within the child that are not known. If your child is being violent, you
have to get help, maybe not from authorities but some kind of other health or

psychiatric support’ — Niecy, Married Mother, Black Caribbean

However, the majority of mothers (seven) advised that Fola engage with justice authorities
and report the behaviour of her sons. According to these mothers, the very occurrence of
violence within the home indicates that higher level intervention was required. Three
mothers expressed the view that engagement with police could be necessary to prevent the

escalation of CPVA to grave crimes such as homicide.

Enitan: For me, I would seek help where there’s help. I’'m not going to pray about it,
because it’s beyond prayer now. Are you going to have that child referred to a
psychiatrist or if all that fails, then juvenile detention straight? Because a 14-year-

old behaving that way to their mum will become the 18-year-old killing people.

Feyi: I know this might be harsh, but she can’t address their behaviour herself. Now

it has turned to beating and abuse, she should report it and put it in the hands of the

authorities.

Ronke: In our culture there is ‘I can’t do this to my child. I don’t want people to hear

I’m the one reporting my children to the authority’, but I would advise her to do
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that...only a matter of time before the authorities come for them anyway. The same
system that protects children up to a certain age, if they go past 18, the same
system...will come back and nail them. She should seek support now. There might

be some sort of intervention to bring them back. They can be become better people.

Ronke believed that a mother-victim who was mindful of engaging services and formal
support at this stage, will inevitably confront it later on, if her child’s behaviour worsens.
By advising that Fola engage with authorities, she envisaged that intervention could prevent
the escalation of her son’s behaviour. However, such an outcome cannot be guaranteed and
would inevitably depend on the quality and success of the intervention. Moreover, it must
be acknowledged that, while insightful, these views are from non-victims responding to a
fictious scenario. There is always a possibility that mother-victims may decide against
engaging criminal legal processes. Nonetheless, these focus group contributions are useful
in demonstrating the varying perspectives among Black mothers as to the threshold of abuse
that warrants engagement with formal support and diversity of thought around the
involvement of justice authorities. Furthermore, although examining Black community
attitudes towards CPVA is beyond the scope of this thesis, these preliminary focus group
observations suggest there is ground for future research to explore collective attitudes

towards this highly stigmatised form of family violence.
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Conclusion

To conclude, this chapter contributes to knowledge on gender, family violence and
specifically CPV A by conceptualising and enumerating the layered factors underpinning the
disclosure patterns and coping strategies of Black mother-victims. This study is the first to
apply an intersectional approach to CPVA and shift away from homogenising parental
experiences by centring its analysis on the realities of marginalised women raising children
racialised in Western society. The chapter detailed the centrality of collective and spiritually-
centered coping strategies in how Black mother-victims navigate violence and abuse from
their children. Though they found comfort and support within their collective and spiritual
networks, there were hindrances to accessing informal support. Three notable barriers
emerged from this study: the role of shame as a silencer, the internalisation of strength, and
the risk of disclosure within collective and spiritual spaces triggering further instances of

abuse.

Regarding engagement with formal support pathways, multiple barriers were identified. In
light of their shared struggle with their children, they deployed strategies of survival and
resistance to protect and limit state intervention into their homes (Rodriguez 2016: 6). One
such strategy is using euphemistic language to describe their abuse experiences. Their
misclassification undermined the severity of their suffering, victimisation and the extent of
harm they endured. Another barrier to service engagement was limited awareness of factors
underlying abusive conduct. However, there were times mother-victims actively resisted the
labelling and pathologising of their children through the diagnosis of services. Despite
experiencing CPVA, Black mothers had to balance victimhood, motherhood and advocacy

as they navigated services including schools, social care and justice institutions.
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At the time of writing there is little empirical consideration of how CPVA relates with child
criminal exploitation, nor is there sufficient documentation of how Black mother-victims
experience justice services. However, this thesis has highlighted possible connections
between CPVA, youth offending and child criminal exploitation. It suggests that a young
person’s use of aggression within the home should not be considered in isolation but
contextualised holistically with an appreciation for the complexities of their real lives
(Firmin, 2020; Arnez and Condry, 2021). Due to the reality of raising children, who may
already be subject to processes of discrimination and criminalisation, Black mothers faced
unique challenges engaging with justice institutions. Future research can build from this
preliminary recognition of nuances between CPVA and youth offending to further
interrogate these intersections. Crucially, this chapter has illustrated how the intersecting
identities of Black women and their children can significantly shape the formal and informal

support pathways available following CPVA.
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NINE: CONCLUSION, CONTRIBUTIONS AND POLICY
IMPLICATIONS

As the first in-depth academic work to investigate how Black mothers perceive, experience and
navigate CPVA, this study redresses an existing empirical gap by advancing an intersectional
exploration of this subtype of family violence. It accomplishes this firstly by highlighting the
nuanced meanings Black women of African and Caribbean descent ascribe to motherhood, the
ways their maternal identity and practices differ from White and Western conceptualisations,
before considering the wider implications on their navigation of CPVA. Known as an effective
tool used to ‘dismantle essentialism’ and recognise how multiple systems of oppression (i.e
sexism and racism) create unique experiences of disadvantage (Nash, 2008: 1),
intersectionality illuminates the complex lived experiences of research subjects (Collins and
Bilge, 2020; Armstrong, 2023: 205). Intersectionality involves the naming of social identities
as not mutually exclusive, but ‘multidimensional’, ‘interlocking’, ‘culminative’ and

‘reciprocal’ (Crenshaw, 1989; 1991; Knapp, 2005; Nash, 2008; Hill-Collins, 2015).

In this thesis, intersectionality has been used as an analytical framework to illustrate the
complex and coalescing identities of marginalised women and to examine how race, racism
and intersecting disadvantage shapes their maternal identity, practice and experience. By
incorporating race, ethnicity, religion, class and migration status into its investigation of
CPVA, this thesis portrays how this subtype of family violence compounds with the social
identities of Black mothers to shape their perceptions, experiences and navigation of abuse.
This chapter opens with a discussion of main research findings addressing how the research
questions have been answered. Next, the limitations of study are considered before delving into

theoretical and conceptual contributions of this thesis to scholarly knowledge on matricentric
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feminism, Black motherhood and intersectionality. Finally, the implications for policy and

practice are discussed.

Discussion of Research Findings

The four overarching research questions guiding this empirical enquiry were: How is the
experience of CPVA shaped by Black maternal identity and practice? How is CPV A defined,
understood and experienced by Black mothers? How does CPVA intersect with Black
motherhood to exacerbate narratives of maternal guilt and mother-blame? How do Black
mothers seek help following CPVA and what influences their decisions? Each question is

addressed.

The maternal identity and mothering practices of Black women is a complex and multi-layered
phenomenon shaped by cultural scripts (narratives and expectations) emerging from gender
expectations, community influences, family dynamics and oppressive systems of racialisation
(Odum, 2017: 104). In its first empirical chapter, this thesis challenged the presumption of
universality within motherhood and the implied homogenising of parental experiences of
CPVA. Emerging from this thesis is a conceptual model of six maternal identities providing
insight into the idealisation of motherhood within Black communities. Namely, Maternal
Might, Militant Motherhood, Matriarchal Providers, Collective Nurturers, Sacrificial
Motherhood, and Sacred Maternity. The valorised portrayal of Black motherhood is significant,
and the value of these conceptual contributions will be discussed in the succeeding section.
However, despite these venerated expectations of maternal identity and practice the reality of
Black mothering in Western nations was shaped my manifold tensions. For example, the

challenges of mothering in a ‘mixed culture’, the development of intergenerational tensions
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between mother and child and the socio-political pathologised constructions of Black

womanhood and childhood.

Building on from the critical concepts provided in Chapter 5, in Chapter 6 this thesis unveils
the experiences of Black women ‘mothering through’ CPVA, finding that idealisations and
aspirations around maternal identity were significantly altered and deconstructed once a child
displayed abusive behaviour within the home. The findings of this study reveal that When
Black mothers experienced non-physical assault from their children through the weaponisation
of words, cultural slurs and language, there was a depletion of their ‘maternal might’ and ability
to perform their idealised function as disciplinarians. These findings highlight the need to
situate the non-physical assault of Black mothers within cultural context as young people who
were bilingual or of the 1.5 generation (those who immigrated to the UK in early childhood)
could utilise aggressive cultural and linguistic slurs to inflict emotional harm and undermine

their mothers.

Given the centrality of labour and financial provision in the carework of Black women and
their roles as ‘matriarchal providers’, this thesis found their experience of financial abuse to
have unique and dire consequences. The literature on socioeconomic status and CPV A remains
inconclusive and often contradictory (Cottrell and Monk, 2004; Condry and Miles, 2014;
Agner and Huguely, 1989; Cornell and Gelles, 1982). However, this study saw that Black
mothers with low socioeconomic status or those subject to financial strain caused by ‘Black
Tax’ and social obligations to financially support extended family, struggled to provide for the
wants and demands of their children. This ‘failure’ around matriarchal providership resulted in
a sense of resentment, disrespect and the infliction of financial harm. The findings suggest that

for some Black mothers, receiving respect from their children was not only contingent on their
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ability to nurture, but provide financially. Effectively discharging the role of ‘matriarchal

provider’ was a means of maintaining normative family hierarchies and power in their homes.

Regarding the experience of physical assault, all eight mother-victims reported a range of
physical violence from their children, though to varying degrees. In my small group of mother
victims, four women described experiencing abuse from sons, while the remaining four were
harmed by their daughters. These findings differ from those observed in earlier studies, which
find male children to be more physically aggressive towards their mothers than female (Pagani
et al. 2009; Ibabe and Bentler, 2016; Cornell and Gelles, 1982a). While conclusions cannot be
drawn about gender in a small sample such as this, it was notable that the gender of the child
impacted on how Black mothers experienced physical abuse. When physical harm was caused
by daughters, this study found there was a marked departure from the adulations of Black
maternal identity as a position of strength, power and respect across their communities (Hill-
Collins, 1994; Reynolds, 2005). Rather, the valorised archetype of Black women as matriarchs,

disciplinarians and divine beings were reduced to caricatures of ‘girl on girl fighting’.

Following the feminisation of CPVA in the mother-daughter dyad, this study found that
attitudes towards the male child’s use of violence and abuse were also gendered. Examples
were found of mothers and professionals likening a son’s abusive behaviour to that of a male
adult partner, which can be seen as a form of adultification in itself. While some Black mothers
experienced physical abuse from their daughters as an altercation with another woman, their
encounters with sons suggest a repurposing of their motherhood to serve as a repository of
male rage. These findings agree with previous studies that indicate women who experience

violence from male partners can encounter a continuation of abuse from their sons following
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paternal absence from the home (Eckstein 2004; Daly and Nancarrow 2010; Cottrell and Monk

2004).

The research data indicates that Black mothers uniquely experience CPVA through the
dismantling of ‘homeplace’. For Black women, the home does not only provide ontological
security (Dupuis and Thorns, 1998) but presents as refuge from racism and White hatred
(hooks, 1990). However, the spatial overhaul caused by CPVA undermined the meaning of
homeplace on several levels. For example, when children used household items to inflict harm,
cause property damage and subject their mothers to carceral-like conditions by restricting their
movement within home. The research data provided examples of children exposing the
homeplace to surveillance of state agents like the police and social workers through false
accusations and in two cases, children bringing criminal activity in the home through drug
selling and weapon storing. This thesis found that once the homeplace was compromised by
CPVA, Black mothers began experiencing fear from within the home and the structural forces

external to it.

Chapter 7 examined the psychological experience of maternal guilt and mother-blame
following CPVA. It identified six sites where Black women were blamed for exhibiting a failed
and stigmatised motherhood. Namely, the failure to moralise their children, to protect, to
practice sacred maternity, and to change negative family environments. Black mother-victims
also experienced blame for failing through physical punishment and not exuding traditionally
feminine qualities like maternal tenderness. Paradoxically however, they were also blamed for
failing to practice militant motherhood, where CPVA was thought to be connected to being
‘soft’, permissive and allowing children to usurp maternal authority. Based on their deviation

from the hegemonic standard of White, middle-class intensive mothering ideals, this thesis
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found that Black single mothers experienced CPVA were particularly pathologised. The
existence of racial tropes like the ‘Baby Mama’, ‘Strong Black Woman’ and ‘Angry Black
woman’ not only intensify the rhetoric of maternal blame but add a component of racial pains
to the experience of CPVA (Chapter 3 and 7). The ideology that good intensive mothering
produces good children compounds with the stigmatisation and heightened scrutiny of Black
women and their children. By highlighting the complex relationship between the internal
idealisation of Black motherhood within their communities and the external pathologisation
they experience within Western society, this thesis shows how CPVA intersects with these
racialised realities. The symbiotic relationship between mother-blame and maternal guilt
implied that Black mothers felt entrapped in web of guilt, judgment and condemnation, often
placing responsibility within themselves for the abuse and they encountered from their

children.

Finally, this thesis found that the perceptions Black mothers held around the underlying causes
of the CPVA framed their coping strategies and approach to help-seeking. Chapter 8 indicates
that Black mothers can use euphemistic language to categorise their child’s use of violence and
abuse as ‘misbehaviour’, ‘disrespectful’ or ‘rudeness’ and by so doing undermine the severity
and extent of harm endured. At times this was linked to limited recognition among Black
mothers of the factors underlying CPVA. For example, not knowing a child was being bullied
at school, a victim of crime or experiencing mental health challenges. One mother was unaware
that her son was experiencing anxiety and chronic fatigue as symptoms of depression, rather,
she misinterpreted his behaviour as laziness. Due to this lack of recognition, she was unable to
seek mental health support for him which resulted in escalations of violent and aggressive

outbursts. These findings align with previous studies that examine parental help-seeking
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pathways and establish a clear link between their awareness of underlying causes and the use

of available support services (Thurston et al. 2018:162; Williams et al. 2022).

Moreover, this thesis found that Black maternal perceptions of CPVA can also be framed by
cultural and religious understandings of maternity. For example, the concept of ‘Sacred
Maternity’ emerges from this thesis to encapsulate the belief that motherhood within Black
communities is a spiritual privilege and divine assignment. Their belief in the existence of a
spiritual world contributed to the ideology that evil spiritual entities could cause problem for
their children. When a child was displaying abusive behaviour, some mother-victims felt that
spiritual attacks, demonic possessions or evil spirits from one’s ancestral village were the
underlying cause for CPVA. This perception encouraged the use of spiritually-centred and
collective coping strategies to navigate experiences of abuse. However, though informal
support pathways were a preferred means of navigating CPVA, this thesis found three notable
barriers. Namely: the role of shame as a silencer, the internalization of strength, and the fear
that disclosure within collective spaces could trigger further abuse. The occurrence of CPVA
to Black mothers was irreconcilable to cultural idealisation of motherhood as a position of
spiritual honour, dignity and reverence (Akujobi, 2011; Emecheta, 1979; Madunagu, 2008).
The phenomenon not only violated cultural understandings of mother-child dynamic within
Black communities but exposed a perception of failure in motherhood. Thus, disclosing their

experience brought risk of collective shaming and a sense of isolation.

Chapter 8 also explored the barriers to Black mothers using formal support pathways following
CPVA. Embedded throughout the thesis is an acknowledgment of the oppressive and racist
structures Black mothers navigate alongside their children. Not only does this understanding

assist with contextualising the unique impact of CPVA and mother-blaming discourses, it

291



provides a premise to understanding how these prejudicial perceptions of Black motherhood
work to create institutional distrust and (dis)engagement with services following CPVA. The
role of nurturer and protector is a common experience in motherhood, regardless of race,
ethnicity or class. However, this thesis found that advocacy and maternal activism formed
essential parts of the Black mothering practice due to the realities of raising racialised children
in Western societies. For example, the findings of this thesis depart from existing research
which suggests that following CPVA, clinical diagnosis is desired by mothers and contributes
towards increased empathy towards their child and advocacy for their access to professional

treatment (Holt, 2012: Edenborough et al. 2008; Stewart and Leonard, 2007).

Rather, the research data suggests evidence of some Black mothers actively resisting what they
perceived to be the pathologising of their children through professional diagnosis around
mental illness or special education needs. Moreover, there were maternal concerns that
disclosing CPVA may give a false sense of legitimacy to racist stereotypes of Black children
and youth as violent, that their child would be perceived stereotypically, as opposed to being
seen as vulnerable and in need of help. These trepidations are echoed through research which
suggests that societal perceptions around childhood innocence and vulnerability do not apply
to young Black people (Davis, 2022; Roberts, 1993; 1994; 2014). Nonetheless, when it came
to physically abusive elements of CPVA, this thesis found there were varying perspectives
among community attitudes as to whether Black mother-victims should seek formal support

including criminal legal processes.

For example, when presented with a vignette of CPVA, the majority of focus group mothers

(seven out of eleven) said they would advise a mother-victim to engage with justice authorities

and report the abusive behaviour of her child. Though recognising the internal conflict around
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reporting and possible concerns of how engagement with authorities may engender state
surveillance and intervention to the family, the majority shared the view that very occurrence
of violence within the home indicated that higher level intervention was required to prevent
CPVA escalating to grave crimes such as homicide. These divergent responses indicate that
Black mothers do not have monolithic perspectives towards service engagement following this
form of abuse and suggest that community attitudes may differ from those of victims as to the
threshold of abuse that warrants engagement with formal support pathways. Ultimately, this
study illustrates how the multi-layered ways the intersecting social identities of Black women
and their children can significantly shape their access to formal and informal support following

CPVA.

Limitations

While this thesis empirical and theoretical advances understanding of CPVA and discourses
around Black motherhood, it has clear limitations such as the small sample size of mother-
victims that participated in the study. Although it engaged a total of 19 Black African and
Caribbean mothers, the victim sample consisted of only eight Black women. Three of the
mother-victims agreed to in-depth interviews, while the remaining five mothers chose to share
their experiences via the victim questionnaire. Nevertheless, it must be noted that obtaining a
large sample size was unlikely due to the under-reported and highly stigmatised nature of
CPVA. The small sample of participants reflect the sensitive nature of the phenomenon and
perhaps an unwillingness to discuss such experiences with a ‘researcher’ and ‘outsider’. There
is also the reluctance of Black women to engage in empirical research, which may be connected
to their racialisation as ethnic minorities in Western societies and their categorisation as ‘hard-

to-reach population’ (Darko, 2021; Ekong et al. 2022; Schwarz et al. 2023).
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Due to its small sample size, the limited generalisability of the study’s findings cannot be
denied. However, it must be reiterated that the aim of this study was not to disseminate
generalisable results but to undertake an in-depth and intersectional exploration of CPVA from
the vantage point of Black mothers. The literature around this phenomenon, though fast
developing, is yet to account for how categories of race, ethnicity, culture, class and religion
intersect to shape parent experiences and navigation of this phenomenon. The aim of this
exploratory project was to disaggregate Black maternal perceptions and experiences of CPVA
and to highlight possible barriers to engaging with formal and informal support. Despite its
limitations, the study achieves this aim. The depth of qualitative data produced provide key
insights into the complex and dynamic experience of Black motherhood and showcase the
interweaving of family violence with wider systems of racialisation underwhich Black mothers

and their children simultaneously endure and resist.

Black motherhood, Feminism and Intersectionality

At the time of writing, the role of intersecting social identities in shaping parent experiences of
CPVA is yet to be considered within academic research. By centring Black mother’s narratives
and disaggregating their experience of this phenomenon, this qualitative research provides rich
insight into how the pains of racialised and stigmatised motherhood intersect with CPVA
within the contemporary British context. In recognising that motherhood is not a universal
experience but shaped by the structural forces of racism, sexism and classism (Arendell 2000),
this thesis draws from theoretical and conceptual tools rooted in Black feminist epistemology
to contextualise the lived experiences of Black mothers. Though gendered power dynamics can
contribute to the subordination of mothers, this thesis found that mothering experiences of
Black women cannot be disconnected from the inequities that mark their lives by virtue of their

intersecting identities.
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One of the challenges of using intersectionality is the epistemological ambiguity that leads to
questions about its substantive function (Hill-Collins, 2015; Knapp, 2005). For example,
unanswered ontological questions abound as to how many social identities are to be considered
in an empirical enquiry and in what combination (Yuval-Davis, 2006; Mirza, 2015: 59). The
subjective inclination of researchers towards some inequalities may result in favouritism of
some social categories to the exclusion of others, which may risk perpetuating the ‘myth of
homogeneity’ within certain groups (Nash, 2008: 12). In this thesis, I acknowledged the need
for Black mothering discourses to go beyond a reliance on the aesthetic representations of
Blackness to interrogate how differences in ethnicity, culture, class and religion can distinguish

Black maternal experiences.

As the mothers participating in this research project are of African and Caribbean descent, there
was need to interrogate cultural nuances and intra-ethnic differences that exist between Black
women. Where relevant, I have drawn upon the categories of ethnicity, religion, class and
migration status to acknowledge and contextualise the individual differences. However, when
it came to the perception, experience and navigation of CPVA, this thesis found that the
structural implications of their Blackness were an overarching consideration and significantly
framed their perception, experience and navigation of CPVA. I chose to use the categorisation
of ‘Black’ to acknowledge that the mothers who participated in this study navigated England
as a visibly Black ethnic group. Thus, while the nuances of culture, nationality, and religion
may exist and ought to be factored into understanding each mother’s experience, the societal
perception of these mothers and response to their collective identity as Black women became

central this thesis.
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The Phenomenology of Motherhood: Mapping Black Maternal Identities

By expanding the study of matricentric feminism to account for intersectional discourses and
prioritise the perceptions and lived experiences of Black and working-class women, this thesis
has contributed to scholarly work on motherhood and the phenomenology (experiences and
understandings) of mothering (Arendell, 2000). I have expanded theorisations of Black
motherhood by providing a conceptual model of six maternal identities practiced by Black
women living in contemporary Britain (see Chapter 5, page 127 for discussion). Maternal
Might: Linked to the ‘Strong Black Woman’ trope, this concept reveals that respectability and
status are not automatically afforded to all Black mothers but reserved to those who
demonstrate strength in the face of life’s hardships and use their maternal power to advance
the ecosystem of Black family life. This concept is the foundation on which future typologies
of Black maternal identity are built. For example, Black women utilise their maternal might to
become matriarchal providers, engage in the collective nurturership of other Black children,
remain sacrificial in disposition, militant in their use of discipline, spiritually discerning and

dogged in their resistance of oppressive racial structures.

Militant Motherhood: Aligned with the concept of maternal might is the expectation that Black
mothers raise their children within cultures of strength and fortitude. This thesis found the use
of militant mothering techniques, particularly physical chastisement, was observed as a
common practice among some Black mothers. While the enforcement of discipline is not
unique to Black mothers, the concept of militant motherhood encapsulates the Black maternal
commission to use discipline as a means of eradicating weakness and instilling within their
child the strength to survive and contend with the racist realities of the world. To some degree,

the practice of militant motherhood particularly physical discipline is understood through a
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framework of care. However, the extent to which militant maternal regimes are implemented

differ across Black women.

Matriarchal Providers: This concept establishes the centrality of labour and financial provision
in the carework of Black women. Recognising that unlike White, Middle Class mothers, Black
women were not historically confined by subordination in domestic spheres, but due to the
socioeconomic disadvantage were expected to perform the ‘worker/mother’ role across the
public/private spheres (Jenkins, 2005: 106; Benin and Keith, 1995; Reynolds, 2005). Here, the
concept of maternal might resurges as the means by which Black mothers discharge their duties
as matriarchal providers, financially providing for their families while still performing the

conventionally maternal role of nurturing.

Sacrificial Motherhood: Discharging the dual burden and cultural expectation of the
‘worker/mother’ role induces much strain. The concept of sacrificial motherhood advances
rhetoric that sacrifice is the price mothers pay and that cycles of maternal sacrifice not only

evidence good mothering but will yield the rewards of well-behaved and compliant children.

Sacred Maternity: The mystical and sacred enjoin in the mothering practices of Black women.
Not only is becoming a mother considered a spiritual privilege permitted by a divine being
(Devi, 2017: 37; Oyewumi, 2003: 13), spirituality in Black motherhood is found to serve two
distinct purposes. Firstly, there was a perception of motherhood as a place of divine
assignment, where women are tasked with helping their children self-actualise, attain
independence and achieve what one mother described as a ‘God-given destiny’. Secondly,
Black mothers upheld the sacredness of their maternity by deploying spiritual practices and

rituals towards the protection of their children as they navigated the world.
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Collective Nurturers: Black mothers rear and socialise their own children alongside their
broader role as moral guardians to all children in their communities as they perceive their
mothering to be a collective nurturing effort. Mothering in non-white communities extends
beyond the realm of biological boundaries or nuclear family constructions to incorporate ‘non-
traditional’ forms of motherhood (Lara-Villanueva, 2018). This study found that Black women
who reared children in the diaspora grieved the loss of collective nurturing practices post-
migrating, and sought out othermothers, matriarchal mentors and community fathers through
informal support pathways including faith-based organisations, Black parenting groups and

community networks.

By acknowledging the intersections of gender, race, culture and religion, this conceptual model
of six maternal identities move beyond a Eurocentric phenomenology of motherhood. They
provide critical insight into how mothering is idealised within Black communities by
highlighting their dynamic and complex nature, maternal practices, priorities and collectivist
cultural orientations. These critical concepts also advance maternal scholarship by redressing
the empirical dearth of research exploring the lived experiences of Black mothers in

contemporary Britain (Reynolds, 2020: 3).

Dialectic Tensions within Idealised Motherhood

The conceptual models provided by this thesis contribute to the phenomenology of motherhood
by highlighting the ‘dialectical tensions’ inherent in the mothering experiences of Black
women (Arendell, 2000: 1196). Following the logic that the mother role is a social identity that
bestows power, dignity and privilege to Black women (McAdoo, 1993; Emecheta, 1979;
Madunagu, 2008; Akujobi, 2011; Oyewumi, 2003; Jenkins, 2005: 49) the reverse is also the

case. For Black women in Western nations, the ‘core’ of their motherhood is power, survival
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and identity as maternity empowers them to become a voice and catalyst for social activism
(Hill-Collins, 1994;1990; Jenkins, 2005: 47). However, Black women without children can be
considered ‘failed women’, ‘sterile women’, ‘a non-being’ forced to endure the vexation of
infertility and perceived to be the ‘dead end of human life’ (Mbiti, 1970; Ngcobo, 1988; 1999;
Akujobi, 2011; Wilson-Tagoe, 2017:18). The ‘privileging of motherhood’ within Black
communities (Oyewumi, 2003: 13) denotes a woman’s value is expressed through her
reproductive abilities, thus motherhood can be experienced in ways that are exploitative,

burdensome and oppressive.

Despite the idealised conceptualisations of maternity, Black motherhood is also experienced
as complex and paradoxical institutions filled with dialectic tensions (Jenkins, 2005: 47; Hill-
Collins, 1990; McMahon, 1995; Arendell, 2000). This thesis revealed that Black women
encountered tensions when navigating the reality of motherhood in light of these venerated
expectations. One dialectic tension emerges within the concept of ‘collective nurturers’.
Though encapsulating a cultural expectation on Black mothers to nurture their own children
and act as moral guardians to all Black children (Chapter 5), this thesis found that tensions
emerged with the application of this concept in the context of CPVA (Chapter 8). When Black
mothers attempted to rely on their collective nurturing networks and share the pains of CPVA,
their disclosure to othermothers, matriarchal mentors and community fathers (and their
subsequent involvement) was found in some cases to trigger to further incidents. A mother’s
decision to call upon the collective nurturers within her community could be perceived as a
shaming tactic by the child instigating CPVA who may amplify their behaviour as a punitive

response.
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Moreover, despite the perception of mothering and the socialisation of children to be a shared
and collective responsibility, this thesis found that the tensions that emerged when Black
mothers encountered CPVA were linked to the privatisation of their mothering. Through this
privatisation process, a child’s outcome (and behaviour) was constructed as the sole
responsibility of the mother-victims and evidence of their maternal inadequacy. Linked to the
concept of ‘sacrificial motherhood’, this thesis found evidence of the ideology among Black
mothers that good mothering is rewarded with good children. The intertwining of sacrifice and
maternity, though idealised as a symbol of good maternal practice, perpetuates the reductive
parenting philosophy that inadequate mothers are to blame for the delinquent or negative
outcomes of their children (Surrency, 2021; Femi-Ajao, 2016: 161; Adeloye, 2013). While it
is an idealised practice within Black communities to raise children collectively, I found that
dialectic tensions occurred when the practicality of collective nurturing conflicted with the

privatisation and blaming of Black mothering when children instigated CPVA.

Another dialectic disjuncture this thesis highlights is in the idealisation and yet subsequent
weaponisation of the concept of ‘maternal might’. Despite long-standing cultural scripts around
Black women as matriarchs and wielders of strength in their homes (sometimes through the
practice of a militant motherhood detailed in chapter 5), this thesis found that when CPVA
occurred, mother-blame was directed towards strong and authoritative mothers, perceived to
have normalised the use of physical force within their homes by modelling the negative use of
strength through corporal punishment. Moreover, the joint concept of maternal might and
militant motherhood work to endorse the ideology that Black mothers should be strong enough
to control the behaviour of their children and thus, the occurrence of CPVA evidences to their
maternal shortcomings. This ideology also countersigns the privatisation of Black mothering

by dismissing the external limitations placed on Black mothers that can negatively impact their
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mothering by increasing their burdens while restricting their resources (Elliott et al. 2015: 367;
Surrency, 2021: 55). Thus, in addition to advancing new conceptual models of Black maternal
identity, this thesis further contributes to scholarly work on motherhood by highlighting
disjunctures inherent in ideologies of Black motherhood (Arendell, 2000) and the tensions that

manifest within real maternal experiences impacted by abuse.

Racial Tropes, Stigmatised Motherhood and Deviancy Discourses

This thesis advances scholarly critiques of maternal deviancy discourses by using a Black
epistemological reworking of stigma (Tyler, 2018; 2022) to illuminate the racialised
undertones of maternal stigmatisation and the racial vilification of Black mothers in Western
societies through tropes, myths and stereotypes. This thesis found Goffman’s (1963) seminal
work on stigma and the management of spoiled identity was useful to some extent in explaining
the emotional and psychological effects CPVA may have on ‘spoiling’ a woman’s maternal
identity. Due to the gendered socialisation of women as primary caregivers, a ‘guilt gap’ is
formed where mothers experience increased levels of guilt than fathers about the impact of
their choices, actions and inactions on their children (Li, 2022: 88; Hays, 1996). In addition to
their internal feelings of maternal guilt, externally women are held responsible for the
decisions, behaviour and offences of children through mother-blaming discourses (Hunter et

al. 2010; Nguyen-Phan, 2024; Peck et al. 2023).

In the context of CPVA, mother-victims could be said to experience a ‘double’ stigma: first for
parenting a problematic child and secondly for being a victim of family violence (Holt and
Retford, 2013). However, Goffman’s (1963) original conceptualisation — now over sixty years
old - does not sufficiently address the pre-existing, and unconcealable stigmatisation associated

to Black bodies. Tyler argues that Stigma is a machinery of inequality, using classism and

301



racism, amongst other overt and covert forms of discrimination as a form of power (Tyler and
Slater, 2018; Tyler, 2022). To examine the pathologisation of Black motherhood and its impact
on those affected by CPVA, this thesis drew on Tyler’s reworking of Goffman’s apolitical

conceptualisation of Stigma into dialogue with a Black epistemology of stigma (Tyler, 2018).

This thesis deepens understanding of the racialised undertones of mother-blame and maternal-
guilt by highlighting how stigma and deviancy discourses are imposed on Black women who
deviate from idealised intensive mothering standards. It acknowledges that within Western
society, racism is used as a form of governance, where members of ethnic groups are
constructed as deviant and abnormal, while the practices of the White majority remain
universal, dominant and unquestioned (Hesse, 1997; Reynolds, 2005). Due to the pre-eminence
placed on motherhood as a major milestone and crucial aspect of female identity, the maternal
institution is subject to much attention and regulation (Constantinou et al. 2021; Rudoélfsdottir
and Audardottir, 2024). Maternal identity and practices are socio-political constructs guided
by cultural standards which not only perpetuate an ideal but act as a ‘regulatory force’,
imposing blame on mothers whose children deviate from the norm (Rudolfsdottir and

Audardottir, 2024: 2736).

Within maternal theory, ‘good mothers’ are conceptualised through hegemonic intensive
mothering ideals which perpetuate the privileges and experiences of the White, middle-class
as the foundation for normal child development and the standard by which ‘all mothers’ are
judged (Minnotte, 2023; Dow 2019; Verduzco-Baker, 2017; Henderson et al. 2016: 513; Allen
and Taylor, 2012; Arendell, 2000: 1195). Thus, mothers who fail to herald a maternal practice
that is ‘child-centered’, ‘self-sacrificing’ and ‘all-absorbing’ are subject to deviancy discourses

(Arendell, 1999; 2000; Hays, 1996; Sutherland, 2010a). However, going beyond gender
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considerations, this thesis deepens an understanding of how deviancy discourses attack
ethnically minoritised mothers, single mothers and those reliant on welfare (Arendell, 2000:
1195; Fineman, 1995). It contributes to critical studies on motherhood by identifying six sites
across which Black women are perceived to deviate from Western ideals and practice a ‘failed
motherhood’ (Chapter 7). Namely, these are: the failure to moralise children, to protect, to
practice sacred maternity, and to change negative family environments. Black mother-victims
also experienced blame for failing through physical punishment and not exuding traditionally
feminine qualities like maternal tenderness. Paradoxically however, they were also blamed for
failing to practice militant motherhood, where CPVA was thought to be connected to being

‘soft’, permissive and allowing children to usurp maternal authority.

Moreover, through its focus on three dichotomised racial tropes: the Strong Black Woman
(SBW), Angry Black Woman (ABW) and Baby Mama (BM) this thesis demonstrates how
stigma is used to demonstrate the failed femininity and spoiled maternity of Black mothers. By
introducing the aforementioned concepts of maternal might and militant motherhood (Chapter
5 and 7). this thesis illuminates the dynamic operation of the SBW trope, and how it harms the
disclosure and help-seeking practices of Black women perceived within the imagination of
Western society and their own communities as being supernaturally pre-disposed to strength
(Chapter 8). The weaponisation of strength against marginalised mothers, evident in the SBW
trope, is a form of systematic oppression that denies their vulnerability and limits their access

to resources while forcing them to rely on internal strength to survive (Hill-Collins, 1994; Laio

et al. 2020: 85).
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Interlinked with the idealised expectation on Black mothers to demonstrate strength is the
policing of their emotions through the trope of the ABW which depicts them as hostile and
aggressive (Walley-Jean, 2009; Ashley, 2014; Motro et al. 2022; Salerno et al. 2017). One
example in thesis was the experience of Oyinka, who was compelled to open her home to the
police, wanting to investigate the legitimacy of her daughter’s claims. Navigating police
presence in the homeplace was a challenging experience as a Black mother and to convince
them against the likelihood that any child abuse was occurring, Oyinka shared having to
intentionally present a calm demeanour to contrast the erratic behaviour of her daughter and
accuser. She also relied on the presentation of her other children as well-mannered and ‘calm’.
Contrastingly, this thesis found instances where Black mothers, particularly single mothers,
who did not present as ‘calm’ had their anger and emotions constructed as evidence of their
failed motherhood (Chapter 7). The anger Black mothers expressed about challenging life
circumstances, parenting alone, the behaviour or departure of their male partners was

problematised by some professionals as a potential trigger of CPVA.

This leads to consideration of the third racial trope, the Baby Mama. A racialised archetype
and ‘public identity’ existing at the social locations of race, gender and class, the BM trope is
used to justify the racist, sexist and classist assumptions about the failures of Black single
mothers of low-income status (Foster, 2008; Hancock, 2004). Through this racial trope Black
women are presented and perceived as irresponsible, lazy, greedy and unfit to mother (Hill-
Collins, 1998; Gilens, 1995; Reynolds, 2005). This thesis deepens understanding of the
pathologisation of Black single motherhood through the BM trope by illustrating how Black
women are made to pay for the sins of men perceived to be failing in fatherhood through the

interconnected processes of mother-blaming and responsibility transference.
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I found that the so-called deviancy of Black single mothers occurred around four ‘failings’,
three of which were increasingly male-centred. Namely, failing to be present, failing to detect
unscrupulous men, failing to placate unfaithful fathers and failing to identify paternal identity
(Chapter 7). By vilifying their choice of male partners, there is a transfer of responsibility away
from Black fathers (who were absent, abusive or unfaithful) to Black mother-victims. The
findings of this thesis further evidence the intersectional shaming processes that incorporates
the so-called moral flaws of race, gender and class to construct a stigmatised and failed
motherhood (Allen and Taylor, 2012). This thesis expands discourses around socio-politics of
maternal guilt and mother-blaming and enhances the literature on deviancy discourses in

relation to Black motherhood.

Motherwork: Navigating the Parallels of Power, Survival and Victimhood

Ascertaining the scope of maternal practice is fundamental to scholarly and theoretical
explorations of motherhood (Arendell, 2000: 1194). However, the maternal practice of
nurturing, training and protecting children is not determined by a unitary approach but shaped
by the ‘interlocking structures’ of race, gender and class and reflective of cultural, historical
and economic contexts (Arendell, 2000: 1194; Glenn, 1994; Hill-Collins, 1994). An important
aspect of Black feminist epistemologies of intersectionality is centring Black female
experiences within socio-historical contexts of oppression (Tucker, 2016: 230). This thesis
showed how Black mothers engaged in strategies to resist the racial tropes and caricatures used
to denigrate their maternity. It provides evidence of the psychological and physical labour
Black women undertake to counter negative conceptualisations of their motherhood. For
example, becoming ‘matriarchal providers’ to evidence their financial independence and

access respect from society and their communities. However, their engagement in labour was
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later problematised as ‘failing to be present’ for their children, which was considered to

negatively impact their welfare and behaviour.

According to Hill-Collins, the maternal practice or ‘motherwork’ of Black women is framed
by the pillars of survival, identity and power (1990;1994: 199). The reproductive labour of
Black women is underpinned by the ideology that ‘individual survival, empowerment and
identity require group survival, empowerment and identity’ (Hill-Collins 1994:199).
Motherwork is pertinent to understanding how Black women resist racism while raising
racialised children within oppressive systems. It speaks to their determination to keep their
children despite systematic efforts to disempower racial communities by separating mothers
and children (Hill-Collins, 1994: 205). The interconnected themes of survival, power and

identity were observed in maternal identities and practices of participants in this study.

This thesis drew on the theoretical concept of motherwork to consider the additional labour on
Black mothers to navigate CPVA in ways that advanced the survival and protection of their
children and family unit. Seeking support by formally disclosing their abuse experiences was
seen to be counterintuitive to the maternal responsibility to protect Black children, who are
routinely racialised, criminalised and pathologised violent and aggressive (Davis and Mash,
2020; Lammy, 2017; Davis, 2022). Rather, this thesis found the ‘motherwork’ of Black women
entailed using informal and collective support pathways to manage CPVA and avoid the
involvement of services as a means of ensuring the survival of their child’s future prospects.
Drawing on the power of family, faith and community, Black mothers were willing to
recalibrate their livelihoods, rely on transnational family networks and mother across borders

to ensure the survival of their children (Chapter 8).
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This thesis found that Black mothers, who were referred into services following CPV A or those
who willingly engaged in search of formal diagnosis, experienced an expanding of their
motherwork to include the tripartite role of ‘mother-advocate-victim’. Though the
criminalisation of Black childhood and the pathologisation of Black motherhood are
considered as separate issues, this thesis found that the participation of mother and child in the
shared struggle against systemic racism implicated their navigation of CPVA. Thus, despite
experiencing their child’s abusive and violent behaviours, Black mother-victims utilised their
power to ensure the survival and protection of children from the racial inequality,
discrimination and pathologisation that can occur within health, social care, education and
justice services (Wallace and Joseph-Salisbury, 2022; Davis, 2022). In drawing these
connections, this thesis expands the concept of motherwork to include Black maternal
navigation of victimhood caused by their children. In highlighting the emerging tripartite role
of ‘mother-advocate-victim’, this thesis evidences how the themes of power, survival and
identity remain salient to the maternal practice of Black women, even when experiencing

CPVA.
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Policy Implications

Although an academic exploration of CPV A, this thesis has identified barriers to Black mother-
victims disclosing their abuse experiences. Practitioners and policy makers may consider its
findings useful in designing interventions to support women who are marginalised in society.
One identified barrier to service engagement was a limited awareness of factors underlying
abusive conduct. Due to perceptions around permissiveness in the West, mothers expressed
concerns about whether their child’s behaviour would be addressed within services or attention
would turn to vilifying their mothering practices. Special attention should be paid to their
choice of euphemistic language when describing CPVA, as there is some tendency for Black

mothers to minimise the severity of their experiences.

Black women and their children participate in a shared struggle against racism and
racialisation. As such, they are likely to deploy strategies of survival and resistance to limit
state intervention into their homes (Rodriguez, 2016: 6). This thesis found in spite of CPVA,
mothers were primarily concerned that their disclosure and use of services would confirm
racialised views of Black youth as aggressive. In light of their fears around their children being
perceived prejudicially as opposed to receiving help, professionals must sensitively handle to
knowledge that Black mothers who engage with services (either willingly or through referral)
are prepared to navigate their victimhood and motherhood alongside their maternal advocacy

efforts.

Consideration should also be given to the cultural differences around how emotions are
displayed and the messages they communicate. Racial tropes such as ‘The Angry Black
Woman’ and ‘The Strong Black Woman’ were found to impede professional ability to see the

vulnerability, suffering and acknowledge the victimhood of Black mothers. The overestimation
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of their maternal strength creates a barrier to seeing Black mothers as deserving of help and
protection. Without caution, these attitudes perpetuate the dismissal and minimisation of Black
maternal suffering, which is already commonplace across criminal legal processes and health

services.

Finally, in order to minimise barriers to formal support pathways, it is important for
practitioners and policy makers to recognise the role of matriarchal mentors, othermothers, and
community fathers in the lives of Black women. Following incidents of CPVA, these
community leaders are often first responders and providers of informal support. In this study,
mothers who confided in faith leaders did so believing their child’s behaviour would be
considered the problem, as opposed to their mothering practice. Therefore, in addition to
adopting non-judgmental attitudes, practitioners must also acknowledge the pre-eminence of
faith and spirituality to Black mothers. Successful engagement with so-called ‘hard to reach’

populations will require collaborative engagement with community and faith leaders.

Future research

The findings of this thesis generate further areas for future research to explore. A complex
relationship was found to exist between CPVA, youth offending and child criminal
exploitation. While there is a growing acknowledgment of this connection, there is limited
empirical consideration of how CPVA intersects with other forms of exploitation, nor is there
sufficient documentation of how Black mothers experience justice services. Future research
can build on the preliminary findings of this study to further explore these intersections. This
thesis has found that hostile school experiences including bullying by peers and unfair
treatment by teachers can trigger frustration within children who display abusive behaviours

within the home. Moreover, through racialised school encounters, Black children can be
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misrepresented as having severe behavioural issues or learning differences considered deficits
(Wallace, 2018; Wallace and Joseph-Salisbury, 2021). Future research may go beyond the
observations noted in this study to explore the adequacy of school responses to Black families

experiencing CPVA.

Through focus group discussions with Black mothers, this study presented preliminary findings
of the diverse perspectives and attitudes that exist within the Black community towards CPVA.
Due to cultural idealisations around Black maternity and expectations governing parent-child
relationships, CPVA presents as an enigma which can lead to the ostracization and shaming of
parents experiencing this issue. Another possible direction for future research could be
engaging with collective community attitudes and cultural perceptions of this phenomenon.
Moreover, while this thesis has focus on Black maternal experiences, future research can

explore where race and masculinity intersect in the perspective of Black fathers that experience

CPVA.

Concluding remarks

This study enriches scholarship on matricentric feminism, intersectional approaches to
violence against women and girls and culturally sensitive research on Black families. This
thesis has shown the prominence of racial tropes in shaping narratives around Black maternal
identity (Chapter 5), framing perceptions of CPVA (Chapter 6), underpinning mother blaming
discourses (Chapter 7) and forming barriers to formal and informal support (Chapter 8).
Through the use of racialised stereotypes, the maternal identity of Black women endures
symbolic attack and is excluded from White motherhood (Elliot and Reid, 2016; McCormack,
2005). The myth of the ‘bad Black mother’ (Charlton, 2014) exists through pathologised social

constructions of Black women in media, news and socio-political debates as the cause behind
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youth crime, juvenile delinquency or teenage pregnancy (Reynolds, 2005; Song and Edwards,
1997; Reynolds, 1997; Richie, 2003). By highlighting the multi-layered, complex and
intersecting experience of Black motherhood and childhood, I have sought to develop a
culturally inclusive and contextual understanding of CPVA and deviancy discourses around
maternal guilt and mother-blame. By advancing academic conceptualisation of Black
motherhood, this thesis illustrates that the dynamic and dialectic way Black women interpret,
and practice motherhood is foundational to understanding their perception, experience and

navigation of CPVA.
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APPENDIX: VIGNETTE

Fola is a married mother of twin 16-year-old boys, Samson and Samuel. Her husband, Bayo,
has been travelling for work since the boys were young, and is not around much. Fola has
largely shouldered the responsibility of parenting them herself. The boys began using her credit
card to make online purchases for trainers and games. When Fola confronted them, they
accused her of lying, called her a witch and threatened to leave the home.

Since turning 14, they have become verbally and physically abusive towards her. At the
beginning they would tell Fola to ‘shut up’ and throw chairs whenever she asked them to do
their chores or reprimanded them for returning home late. Recently, Fola refused for her sons
to attend a rave at night. She decided to withhold the keys to the front door and that was the
first time Samson slapped her.

e How can you describe what’s happening to Fola?

e How common do you think these situations are?

e Who or what is responsible for what’s happening?

e This experience is isolating and Fola wants to speak out but is unsure who she can speak
to. What would you advise
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