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Race, Class, and Gender Reaffirmation

after Child Sexual Abuse
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Using extrafamilial child sexual abuse (CSA) as an example of family trauma, the author interviewed 60
parents of sexually abused boys on multiple occasions to analyze the organization of gender, race, and
class in parental coping processes. Despite access to alternative interpretations of CSA that challenge
conventional notions of gender, parents in this study typically rely on traditional themes to make meaning
of the CSA experience. The author organized the data analytically around gender strategies and found
that parents used race- and class-specific gender strategies in the aftermath of trauma. Most important,
mother-blame is theorized as a form of gender reaffirmation. The author uses the term gender reaffirma-
tion to illustrate the way social actors recuperate after a situation has been interpreted as detrimental,
challenging, or stressful to heteronormative gender relations. Mother-blaming accounts encouraged
race and class enactments of gender that had negative consequences for women and helped maintain
men’s cultural power.

Keywords: child sexual abuse; family; race, class, and gender; trauma

Once the primary domain of psychology, scholarship in trauma studies has
become increasingly diversified. Conceptualizing trauma as a social and cultural
experience has generated interdisciplinary work from a variety of fields. These new
voices in trauma studies have used trauma to understand such phenomena as the
context of human emotion, collective memory, and adult sexual expression. I take a
sociological perspective and extend this literature by examining mother-blame, the
idea that mothers are responsible for family problems, in the aftermath of family
trauma.
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Using extrafamilial child sexual abuse (CSA) as an example of family trauma, I
interviewed 60 parents of sexually abused boys on multiple occasions to analyze
the organization of gender, race, and class in parental coping processes. It is in these
types of “critical situations” (Giddens 1987), where assumptions are challenged
and routines are disrupted, that we can inquire about what keeps power relations
intact and examine the mechanisms deployed to restore them. Despite access to
alternative interpretations of CSA that challenge conventional notions of gender,
mothers and fathers in this study typically rely on traditional themes to make mean-
ing of the CSA experience. I organized the data analytically around gender strate-
gies, a concept proposed and used by Hochschild (1989). Gender strategies charac-
terize women’s and men’s routine, culturally embedded constructions of gender to
resolve dilemmas in daily life. Parents used class- and race-specific gender
strategies in the aftermath of trauma.

Most important, I theorize mother-blame as a form of gender reaffirmation. I use
the term gender reaffirmation to illustrate the way social actors recuperate after a
situation has been interpreted as detrimental, challenging, or stressful to
heteronormative gender relations. It rests on the assumption that gender can be
“saved” if it is threatened. I focus on two aspects of this process within the contexts
of families: ideologies of care and labor force participation. Changing economic
patterns and divergent cultural practices have decreased the practicality of nuclear
families based on traditional gender expectations (i.e., an emotionally distant
breadwinning father and a nurturing mother who is primarily responsible for
domestic tasks and the care of children). Research demonstrates, nonetheless, that
women and men attempt to reaffirm gender traditionalism despite these changes.
Francine Deutsch (1999), for instance, showed how parents justify traditional gen-
der expectations when strictly economic considerations would encourage alterna-
tive arrangements. For example, even when wives earned more money per hour
than their husbands, it was the women who reduced their labor force participation
to care for children rather than the men. Many valorized the traditional model and
reaffirmed their gender identities by emphasizing the traditional aspects of their
lives and downplaying the divergences from this model. Likewise, Susan Walzer
(1998) demonstrated how gender differentiation increases as women and men tran-
sition into parenthood. Although many of her study participants felt this was
natural, even those who did not and wished for more egalitarian responsibilities
participated in gender reaffirmation.

Gender reaffirmation is primarily achieved by adhering to two hegemonic ideol-
ogies that facilitate men’s dominance in conjugal relationships. The first is the
“belief in an ‘essential’ gender order” (Pyke 1996, 529) and the traditional ideals
associated with domestic responsibilities. The second is the “primacy of the suc-
cessful male career in marriage as economically efficient and in the best interest of
all family members” (Pyke 1996, 529). In this way, families become an occasion
for the reaffirmation of one’s gendered self in the process of doing families. Gender
is not merely the cause of gender-stereotyped divisions of labor in households.
Rather, gender is embodied in the very work of families (Coltrane 1989). Mother-
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blame, I argue, validates family traditionalism, and it provided explanations of fam-
ily that received little dissent from many spouses. Traditional ideals of motherhood
and fatherhood are so well articulated and dispersed in the contemporary United
States that they are easy to fall back on (Hays 1998). In the face of family trauma, these
mothers and fathers typically aligned their accounts with gender conservatism.

Mother-blaming accounts and gender reaffirmation processes have negative
consequences for women. Specifically, mother-blame attributes extrafamilial CSA
to a disruption of both a sexual division of labor within families and conventional
sex-stereotyped parenting. In articulating this theme, mothers are held responsible
for the majority of domestic tasks, including above all child care. Their accounts
promoted gender reaffirmation by encouraging an increase in women’s responsi-
bility to children, decreasing women’s economic participation, and increasing
women’s social isolation. For men, the responses to CSA both legitimated men’s
labor force participation and maintained men’s cultural power. This work is not
focused on childhood sexual abuse itself or the etiology of CSA. Rather, I focus on
account themes of mothers and fathers in response to family trauma.

TRAUMA, INTERPRETATION, AND MOTHER-BLAME

Theoretical and empirical research on trauma suggests that meanings validate
responses. Richard Lazarus (1983) called attention to the primacy of people’s
“appraisals” to traumatic situations and their reactions to stress. Similarly, Pauline
Boss (1988) argued that familial interpretations determine how families will
respond. Robert Hess and Gerald Handel conceptualized families as developing
“themes” that comprise “some fundamental view of reality and some ways of deal-
ing with it” (1959, 11). The developing themes then shape the ways families man-
age and cope with challenges. These studies, nonetheless, do not situate percep-
tions within relationships of power. This hinders their analytic utility and runs the
risk of sustaining inequality.

The response to trauma literature, for instance, consistently reports that mothers
are reproached for CSA although mothers are seldom the perpetrators of the abuse
(Breckenridge 1994, 1995). Many social scientists have continued to perpetuate the
idea that CSA can be linked to mothers. While theories that blame mothers often
focus on intrafamilial CSA, a number of them view mothers as liable for the abuse
because maternal employment is seen as a hindrance to a woman’s ability to safe-
guard her child from the abuser (Breckenridge and Baldry 1997; Justice and Justice
1979; Miller-Perrin and Perrin 1999). Proponents of the “working mother” variety
of mother-blame frequently draw their conclusions from quantitative data that
show a correlation between maternal employment and increased risk of CSA.
These scholars confuse correlation with causation and do not question gendered
assumptions of care. Also, focusing on a mother’s employment without addressing
the labor of fathers diverts attention from men and reinforces the idea that women
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not only are, but also should be, responsible for child care. These theories centralize
mothers as the cause of family problems and misfortune.

There is a small literature that takes an overtly feminist approach to trauma
responses. In her landmark piece on father-daughter incest, Judith Herman (1981)
challenged the validity of mother-blame and called for new theoretical models for
understanding parental responses to family trauma. Herman proposed an examina-
tion of CSA that located responses to abuse within gendered power relationships. A
feminist analysis of familial trauma acknowledges men’s domination as an orga-
nizing component of micro and macro processes that differentially influence the
choices and options that are available for women and men (Breckenridge 1994,
1995; Herman 1981).

A central premise that runs through the feminist mother-blaming literature is the
iconography of the ideal mother. This mother is ever-present, intensely available to
her children, and eternally selfless (for a social history of the iconic mother, see
Hays 1998). Gender ideologies inform how mothers, fathers, the state, therapeutic
organizations, and social scientists interpret CSA. Researchers who have utilized
this approach have uncovered the numerous ways mother-blame has affected inter-
pretations of trauma. Jan Breckenridge and Eileen Baldry (1997), for example,
showed evidence of CSA workers’ using mother-blaming accounts to imply that
mothers implicitly colluded in the incest by allowing, or not knowing about, the
sexual abuse. Breckenridge and Baldry concluded that CSA policy makers and
workers often rely on mother-blaming perspectives that downplay the uneven
power relationships from which women and men operate. Margaret Elbow and
Judy Mayfield (1991) offered a more complex understanding of mothers’
responses to incest by providing empirical evidence that women respond in a vari-
ety of ways depending on how mothers are informed about the incest, their avail-
able emotional and economic resources, and their individual coping mechanisms.

Some of the CSA research identifies racial differences in familial responses.
White families tend to be characterized by family rigidity (Schmidt 1995). Family
rigidity occurs when boundaries and expectations between family members are
clearly defined, especially between husbands and wives. These families may have a
more difficult time adjusting to trauma and negotiating changes in family routines.
White families of CSA survivors also tend to be more isolated than their racial/
ethnic minority counterparts. Isolation often reinforces rigidity. Black families,
on the other hand, are known for gender flexibility and the use of extended kin in
dealing with trauma (Abney and Priest 1995). This has been linked to patterns in the
general Black population who have not been troubled by CSA. This type of adapt-
ability is important to families who have been stressed by CSA and can also relax
their adjustment to the new family reality (Ho 1992). While emphasizing the posi-
tive benefits of extended family, Veronica Abney and Ronnie Priest (1995) also
suggested that strong kinship ties may have negative consequences. If extended kin
think that parents are not responding in the appropriate manner, they may pressure
parents to conform to family norms, intensify parental anxieties, and encumber
therapy. Puerto Rican households that have experienced CSA, like Black families,
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exhibit strong kinship ties (Aronson Fontes 1995). These ties, or familismo, pro-
vide emotional and financial support as well as child rearing responsibilities. Tradi-
tional Puerto Rican families, however, show evidence of more gender rigidity and
patriarchal family dynamics (Comas-Diaz 1995). Kin who place a high value on
traditions may pressure parents of CSA survivors into gender rigidity.

Cumulatively, this literature suggests that race shapes the gendered responses of
parents. As parents do gender in their responses to CSA, they do so within a racial
context. Unlike the majority of CSA research that assumes white families are the
norm and families of color are different, the above research underscores the signifi-
cance of racial enactments of gender in parental responses. As my findings will
show, class is also important in parental performances.

My research adds to a feminist analysis of trauma responses in a number of
ways. First, I make clear that mother-blame is a process that occurs in extrafamilial
CSA as well as in cases of incest. Second, previous research has excluded the
voices of nonoffending men. I help fill this void. Third, while others speculate
about the differences between mothers with disparate family resources due to mari-
tal status, my sample provides direct comparisons between married and single
mothers. Fourth, research on mother-blame has largely assumed a color-blind
model and has ignored how this gendered process may unfold differently for par-
ents of color. The differing accounts provided by white and racial/ethnic minority
families disclose both racialized and classed aspects of mother-blaming projects.
Most important, I locate mother-blaming sociologically as a form of gender reaffir-
mation. The current study reveals how in the complex process of doing family in
micro interactions, parents experiencing family trauma often draw on macro under-
standings of gender, race, and class to interpret, excuse, and justify family activities
that legitimate men’s domination.

METHOD

Study Participants

I conducted multiple in-depth interviews with 60 parents who voluntarily
enrolled sons in group therapy for sexually abused boys. Ten of the parents were
single mothers, and the rest were married couples. The boys in treatment were
between 8 and 11 years of age. Neighbors, babysitters, family friends and others
who came in contact with the family molested the boys. Family members (e.g.,
uncles) sexually abused some boys, but members within the household abused no
children. The boys met in seven cluster groups of 8 to 10 boys to keep the groups
small and personable. The groups met once a week for two months. The boys’ ther-
apy sessions were conducted in the child abuse research and treatment center. The
parents, themselves, did not receive any therapy.

Families learned about the treatment center in a variety of ways: referrals from
doctors, friends, telephone directories, churches, social workers, and other state
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agencies. All the parents had at least a college degree, lived in a northeastern urban
city, and had a son enrolled in the treatment center’s group therapy program.
Household income ranged from $39,000 to $132,000. The 60 parents included 8
white single mothers, 2 Black single mothers, 16 white married couples, 8 Black
married couples, and 1 Puerto Rican married couple. I solicited all parents of chil-
dren in the first four groups for participation in this project. A 100 percent response
rate was obtained along with written permission to participate. In the last three
groups, I targeted only families of color to increase the racial diversity of my sam-
ple. Fourteen Black participants (seven married couples) were identified, and a 100
percent response rate was also obtained from these respondents. When I refer to
specific respondents in this study, I identify their race, marital status, and gender in
that order as follows: W = white, B = Black, P = Puerto Rican, M = married, S = sin-
gle, W = woman, and M = man. For example, a Black married man will be repre-
sented as (BMM). Data were also gathered from the workbook that the therapists
used and training guides given to researchers. All names in this study are
pseudonyms.

Data Collection

I collected the data during 22 months. I interviewed parents jointly as well as
individually. Parents were informed that both their joint and individual interviews
would be used for research purposes. Many married respondents expressed ease
with this approach because they did not feel comfortable articulating negative feel-
ings toward their spouses in front of them. The in-depth interviews lasted from 30
minutes to 2 hours, and I interviewed all participants on more than two occasions.
Although I sought all participants equally for interviews, mothers came to the cen-
ter much more often and were more agreeable to meeting outside of the therapeutic
setting. As a result, I have more interviews per subject for women than for men. I
interviewed 20 fathers on three occasions each: 2 fathers on four occasions and 3 on
eight occasions. In comparison, I interviewed 7 mothers on three occasions each: 6
mothers on six occasions, 19 mothers on eight occasions, and 3 mothers on nine
occasions. These numbers include both joint and individual interviews. In all, I
conducted a total of 328 interviews. The repeated interview technique allowed me
to develop rapport with participants. As Kathryn Edin (2000, 115) suggested, data
compiled from “in-depth, repeated, qualitative interviews” are more reliable than
data that are based on single interviews with respondents.

I had an assistantship at this therapy program that required basic intake skills,
such as oral, word processing, and data collection proficiency, typically associated
with social services and other low-wage helping occupations. As an assistant, I was
responsible for managing case records for social workers, updating service pam-
phlets, and administering the entrance and exit interviews of parents who had sons
in the program. I had a very behind-the-scenes role as worker for this organization. I
did not provide therapeutic guidance to parents, and I was not responsible for evalu-
ating progress or compliance to therapeutic goals.
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The initial and exit interviews were required for the purposes of the therapeutic
program. With the exception of single mothers, the first interview was always with
both parents. Besides gathering biographical data, the initial interview consisted of
introducing the parent(s) to the program, the program’s account of CSA, going over
the workbook that the boys in therapy would be using, and answering any ques-
tions. In the exit interview, I recorded what they liked about the program as well as
their frustrations with it. I conducted all other interviews specifically for this pro-
ject. I had a relaxed, open-ended interview schedule that encouraged participants to
respond in a conversational manner. Probing questions were used to get at gendered
differences in behavior and the rationale for those differences from respondents.
Most interviews took place at the therapeutic center. As I got to know participants
and started developing a degree of trust, however, a number of them were com-
pleted off site (e.g., in the homes of participants and at parent-organized social
gatherings).

It was made clear that these interviews were strictly voluntary and that respon-
dents were free to refuse participation at any time. This is evidenced by the variabil-
ity in the number of interviews per participant and the fact that a number of the
interviews took place after the parents’ children were no longer in the program.
There did not appear to be any significant blurring of boundaries between my role
as worker and as researcher due to my limited involvement as worker with the par-
ticipants. The respondents generally came to see me as a confidant rather than a rep-
resentative of the organization. After giving a very critical appraisal of the program,
for example, one father said, “I forget that you work for them [the organization]. I
talk to you like I talk to my friends. . . . That’s good, though. I feel like I can be real. I
can be myself.”

Analysis

Interviews were transcribed, and I used an analytic-inductive process to orga-
nize the data (Miles and Huberman 1984). This process included data reduction
(the technique of identifying themes), data display (clustering the data for conclu-
sion derivation), and conclusion drawing (the process of making sense of the data).
The clustering of themes emerged from the data and was not predetermined organi-
zational categories. The findings are neither objective “facts” nor simply subjective
interpretations (Glaser 1992; Glaser and Strauss 1967). Rather, the accounts pro-
vide a way for understanding how parents say they make meaning of extrafamilial
CSA of boys and how gender, race, and class are used in that meaning-making
process.

I also employed Hochschild’s (1989) concept of gender strategy. A gender strat-
egy is defined as “a plan of action through which a person tries to solve problems at
hand, given the cultural notions of gender at play” (Hochschild 1989, 15). Hus-
bands and wives use culturally embedded concepts of womanhood/motherhood
and manhood/fatherhood to respond to problems and structure their daily lives. As
Hochschild (1989, 15) argued, “To pursue a gender strategy, a man draws on beliefs
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about manhood and womanhood, beliefs that are . . . anchored to deep emotions. He
makes a connection between how he thinks about his manhood, what he feels about
it, and what he does. It works the same for a woman.” The concept of gender strat-
egy is used in this study to analyze how husbands and wives negotiate child care and
paid work in response to family trauma. This analytic frame illuminated the
gendered family response strategies to extrafamilial CSA. I do not insist, though,
that the participants’ stated beliefs drive behavior. Rather, race and class enact-
ments of gender are used to make sense of family life.

There are two caveats. First, while some respondents articulated single themes,
others shifted and changed over time. Even so, distinct themes did emerge within
single and among multiple interviews of individual respondents as well as between
the responses of multiple participants. The lives of the participants are full of
nuances. The themes and gender strategies that emerged, therefore, should be
thought of as similar to Weberian ideal types. This allows for the analytic clarity
that is necessary for empirical research that is theoretically grounded. Second, par-
ents in this study are not representative. Self-report studies suggest that most CSA
victims do not seek professional assistance, and a number of parents opt not to dis-
close the abuse (Watkins and Bentovim 1992). The participants in this study are
likely more class homogeneous than all parents of CSA victims and also reflect the
region’s relatively liberal gender ideology. This work largely presents insights lim-
ited to how middle-class families who have been able to use group therapy
approaches talk about the trauma of extrafamilial CSA. It is precisely because of
these distinctions, though, that these findings are so striking. The participants’eco-
nomic, education, and regional demographics—characteristics that are typically
associated with gender liberalism (Deutsch 1999)—uniquely situate them to
achieve gender equity. I will demonstrate that this is not the case. The results likely
underestimate the gendered differences in the populace.

FINDINGS

Although mother-blame dominated my interviews, the group therapy that these
parents’ children attended espoused an alternative interpretation. All parents were
offered an account of CSA once their sons were admitted. In this account, perpetra-
tors of abuse were explicitly blamed, and neither mothers nor fathers were held
accountable for the abuse. The therapeutic process also encourages both parents to
become more involved in the emotional aspects of child care. The emotional
aspects of care refer specifically to helping the child process his feelings about the
CSA experience. The agency workbook encourages child and parent(s) to discuss
openly the sexual abuse experience so that their stress-related responses would
slowly decrease until they have reached a comfort level at which they can discuss
the abuse without harm (Grotsky, Camerer, and Damiano 2000). Although it is not
important for the caretakers to have all the answers, it is crucial that they do not
avoid or negatively reinforce their child’s inquiries. Parents of known sexually
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abused boys often express concern over their child’s sexual identity and often
believe that same-sex CSA can lead to homosexuality (Watkins and Bentovim
1992). The group work currently under discussion advocates that the connection
between same-sex CSA and homosexuality is not only doubtful but also irrelevant.
It is understood that sexuality is a fluid process, and there is no attempt to “fix” or
identify same-sex attraction unless it is being forced onto another individual. Given
the emphasis of the group therapy program, one could assume that parents would
use CSA as an occasion to talk about family within this framework. Even under
these circumstances, however, gender reaffirmation emerged.

I organize the findings by first showing how and why mothers are blamed and
how gender, race, class, and marital status structure the meaning of blame. While
acknowledging resistance throughout, I demonstrate that mother-blame is widely
supported. I then outline how this meaning making has real gendered consequences
as mother-blaming themes give rise to particular gender strategies for mothers and
fathers. Specifically, I show how and why parents use gender reaffirmation to artic-
ulate changes in labor force participation and child care that justify inequality.

Mother-Blaming: “I feel like it’s my fault”

Repeatedly, parents used mother-blaming themes to frame their accounts. In
general, my respondents suggested that mothers are to blame, mothers should not
work, and mothers should be primarily responsible for their child’s treatment pro-
cess. As I interviewed the parents in this study, it became clear that mother-blame
was largely propagated from three areas: (1) immediate family members, (2)
extended family, and (3) social services.

Family members and social service workers perceived women’s labor force par-
ticipation as hindering many women’s abilities to mother properly. It should be no
surprise, then, that many mothers blamed themselves. Katherine, a white married
mother, considered her obligations outside of the household “as a deterrent from
parenting responsibilities” that “blinded me to the horribleness that was happening
right under my eyes. I feel like it’s my fault.” These women equated “good” mother-
ing with taking time out for children and family, paying attention to the needs of
children and spouse, and providing a warm home environment. Like Pam (WMW),
most mothers felt “worthless” and “not very good” about themselves.

Family members—including husbands, parents, in-laws, and siblings—implic-
itly and explicitly blamed mothers. As Maria (WMW) stated, “When [my husband
and I] first found out . . . [my husband] pretty much told me I had to fix this. . . . It
was up to me because I was supposed to be the one watching [our son]. . . . I’m [his]
mother. Even though I worked just as much as he.” Jeff (WMM) conveyed that he
“didn’t understand how [his wife] could let just anybody hang around our kids. . . .
It just seems [my wife] should have been more careful.” Paul (WMM) makes a sim-
ilar assertion: “Sometimes I just think [my wife] is too naïve. She should have paid
more attention to who our son was with.”
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Mothers also suggested that since their husbands did not take equal responsibil-
ity in the treatment of their children (e.g., not taking their child to and from therapy
or not talking to their child about the abuse), their husbands indirectly blamed them.
Clara (WMW), for instance, stated,

Since my husband doesn’t take [our son] to group therapy, I feel like he secretly thinks
that I let the abuse happen. I feel that way because, why should I have to always be tak-
ing him to therapy? Why do I have to sit in the car ride home, by myself, and listen to
the things my son is talking about? You know I love my son and would do anything for
him, but it’s hard to listen sometimes. If it’s both of our responsibility to take him . . .
then we both should. But I think he thinks it’s my fault, so he leaves most of the work
for me. I know he would never say that, but that’s how I feel.

Clara’s intuition that her husband may secretly blame her is correct. In a separate
interview, her husband Rich (WMM) said, “I think Clara knows that I kind of
believe she should have been more aware. . . . I mean, she spends more time with the
kids, so you would kind of think she would at least suspect something was going on
a while back.” Even though Clara voices her frustration with her husband, the two
of them practice gender reaffirmation. Rich blames Clara for the abuse and does not
share in child care. If Clara did not fulfill the iconic role of mother, her child would
most likely receive inadequate care. Despite her protest, Clara participates in reaf-
firmation by remaining centrally involved in her child’s recovery while her hus-
band reaffirms gender by taking a more distant approach to family responsibilities.

Mothers felt they were implicitly blamed when family members suggested that
they quit work so that they could “take care of their family” or “honor the sacred-
ness of family.” Jennifer’s sister, who is a stay-at-home mom, told Jennifer that she
should “think about quitting work to help [her son] and [her husband] get through
all this mess.” As Jennifer (WMW) stated, “I knew what she meant by that. . . . She
thinks that if I stayed home, that none of this would have happened. I can see it in
[people’s] eyes. For some reason, whether they admit it or not, they think I’m some-
how, some way at fault. . . . Because I’m the mother, I should have known this was
going on. I should have protected [my son]. . . . The thing is, I know it’s not my fault,
but I can’t help feeling like it is.” These women said their parents were the most
explicit about blaming them for the abuse. Heather (WMW) was told by her mother
that it was her responsibility to watch over the children and she needs to devote her
time now to being a “full-time mother.” Christine (WMW) was told by her father that
if she “weren’t working and paid as much attention to [her] home life as [she] did to
her job, this never would have happened!” Christine said her father has since apolo-
gized for his harsh comments and suggested that they were merely said out of anger.
Nonetheless, Christine knows, “I’m the mother so I get the finger pointed at me.”

Single Mothers and Social Services: “Make me feel like an even worse mother”

A number of women who sought help from a variety of state-funded social ser-
vices discussed how they were treated as “unfit” mothers. Most of those who
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