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5 Mom, Me, and the 
Maternal at Work

Roiyah Saltus with Solange Saltus

Introduction

Mom (Solange Saltus): Although my daughter Roiyah has invited me to take part 
in her studies for the last decade in increasingly more evident and visible ways, I 
have never really questioned my involvement. I have taken her offers as a chal-
lenge and a novel thing to do. She is more reflective and searching than me of 
my hinterworld, and so in preparing this chapter, I have indulged her questions 
and points of reflection in terms of my mothering and my involvement in her 
work. I can only do as I have always done and share as best as I can.

Daughter (Roiyah Saltus): My work in terms of performance is once- 
removed. Once-removed is my very careful way of saying that although 
my research is rooted in the everyday rituals and practices of people and 
communities, and although the research outputs are increasingly creative, 
they remain crafted, captured, or performed by others. I work with dancers, 
actors, singers, visual artists, and storytellers who – in varying ways, and at 
times in no way – take my text-riddled findings and make something anew. I 
also work with my mom, Solange Saltus. Although our bodies were severed 
from each other over half a century ago, the umbilical connection remains 
a potent life-force. In this chapter, I am seeking to understand the power of 
a not entirely resolved and settled connection with my mother that has been 
such a source of refuge and inspiration during a pivotal period in my aca-
demic life. I am seeking to understand why I once hid our connection from 
colleagues, but not anymore. Thus, the chapter will focus on the maternal 
in and at work. I will locate in particular the interweaving of my academic 
biography as linked to my mother in two studies conducted over the last 
decade, and the role my mother played as researcher and research participant.

Interwoven into this will be the use and role of digital storytelling (DST), 
and the stories we produced. Rooted in a first-person reflective account, 
digital stories contain a voice-over, visual images and sections of text which 
position this methodology as multimodal (Kim 2016, 221). Since its inception 
three decades ago, this methodology has increasingly drawn on new digital 
tools and different ways of storytelling, with the traditional DST format – 2 
to 3-minute personal narrative interwoven around text, music, or other audio 
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output, and images – evolving in keeping with the ever-increasing diversity 
in storytelling and ongoing transformation of digital tools (Clarke and Adam 
2012, 159; Davis 2011, 528; Austen et al 2018, 27). I will draw on (i) my 
mom’s two digital stories that emerged from the studies, the text of which 
she carefully crafted (ii) her written reflections and ongoing musing of being 
involved in the studies and (iii) my text of the digital story that I created 
(and my 13-year-old son produced) as part of developing this chapter story. 
My aim is to reveal the changing practice and presence of mothering from 
mother to daughter, and from the domestic sphere to professional life.

The chapter starts with a brief overview of the two studies – both of which 
incorporated digital story methodology. Framed by excerpts from our digital 
stories, the remaining chapter is divided into sections that explore the impor-
tance of biography and positionality, notions of mothering and their lasting 
impact, and the value and insights into the unsayable that emerged from 
Mom’s story. The last section will discuss how working with my mother has 
shaped intimately both my academic and personal biography. Steered by my 
mom’s comments on drafts of this chapter that became part of our regular 
video calls, I am writing this chapter from my voice for the majority of the 
time (“I”, “My”, and “daughter”), and from my mother’s voice (“Mom” and 
infrequently her pet name “Mommy”), with excerpts from the digital stories 
described as “Mom’s story” and “Daughter’s story”.

Setting the research context

There is an assumption of expertise in policy (including health and social 
policy) which often excludes what is variously called lay, community, street, 
public, citizen, or experiential knowledge. Whilst acknowledging the danger 
of over-privileging unaccredited or marginalised forms of knowledge, there 
needs to be spaces for contestation where privileged expertise or dominant 
narratives are challenged, and where other methods of knowledge creation 
and generation can be tested. The two studies in which my professional labour 
with my mother took shape and our relationship as mother and daughter sig-
nificantly shifted were rooted in the crafting of such spaces of contestation.

The two studies are also linked to the need to explore new modalities 
and practices that are located beyond the confines of text and within a co- 
production ethos (Beebeejaun et al 2014, 41). Once dominated by quantitative 
approaches, over the decades qualitative academic research on health inequali-
ties and lay knowledge has gone some way to provide insight into the relation-
ship between micro-processes and social structures drawing on observation 
(by the researcher) and text-based articulations of experience and interpreta-
tion. Increasingly the arts provide a means of going beyond what is available 
in everyday textual language (Byrne et al 2018, i25). Art-based methods often 
provide non-linear ways for others to see what cannot be understood through 
language alone and also for people to see the mundane differently, to make 
the familiar strange. In both studies, that I discuss within this chapter, the arts 
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were positioned as a portal to another understanding of the weight of meaning 
behind everyday experiences (good and bad, euphoric, and desolate) in ways 
that allow the researcher and research participant to access, capture and reveal 
things, feelings and experiences that ordinarily seem unsayable or unreachable.

“In Their Own Words” (2011–2013) was a Wales-wide mixed methods 
study funded by the Welsh Government. The aim of the study was to cap-
ture understandings, experiences, and expectations of dignity in social care 
encounters, with a focus on older women from Black Caribbean, Chinese, 
Bangladeshi, and Indian backgrounds. Research evidence indicates the need 
for studies that explore the salience of dignity from older people’s perspec-
tives, and that capture what care with dignity means to them (Saltus and 
Folkes 2013, 27). Thus, the study aimed to situate their views on the notion 
of dignity, and the expected social care and support requirements of com-
munity-based older women from Black and minority ethnic (BME) groups, 
within the wider context of their life course experiences and social identities.

What the study revealed is that how care is understood, and what care expec-
tations a person may have, are mediated through a complex set of personal, 
interpersonal, intercultural, and pragmatic factors as well as through wider 
social factors, including the intersecting impact of ageism, racism, and material 
wealth (Saltus and Folkes 2013, 41). Moreover, when seeking to understand 
and explain the attitudes and beliefs of older women from BME backgrounds 
regarding dignity in care and old age, significant events and changes that have 
taken place throughout their lives cannot be separated from the multiple iden-
tities and social roles women hold. The impact of migration, the varying role 
played by family and community in understanding articulations of dignity, and 
the fact that how dignity is experienced, preserved, or diminished has a struc-
tural – as well as an interpersonal – dimension, both of which are constructed 
by the act of recognition, were all identified as key findings.

“Representing Communities” (2013–2017) was an AHRC-funded UK 
study. The aim of the study was to critically evaluate the processes of co- 
production in participatory arts-based research methodologies and practices 
in health and well-being research and – with a focus on five local neighbour-
hoods across the United Kingdom – to critically assess the ways in which 
communities, with researchers and artists, create dialogical spaces that allow 
for the production of new knowledge. All those leading the five embedded 
case studies were keen to also explore how best to re/present the creative 
outputs and practices shared and developed with community groups and 
organisations as forms of knowledge, and thus as crucial to policymakers 
and in the transformation of places. As well as being recognised as most 
often being represented through largely negative official discourse, each case 
study embodied different expressions of the relationship between mobility 
and emplacement that have changed over time with varying impacts on peo-
ple’s sense of attachment and belonging on the one hand, and experiences 
of disruption, loss, and grief on the other. Some of the case studies involved 
classical, “diasporic” communities, and others focussed on places that would 
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once have been considered fully integrated into society but are now margin-
alised by large-scale changes in economic life.

The old historic neighbourhood in which my case study was based is a 
neighbourhood in Butetown. Known more commonly as “Tiger Bay and 
the Docks” to locals, this area is one of the oldest multicultural communities 
in Europe. An understanding of this part of Butetown calls for a recogni-
tion of the entanglement and entrenchment of multiple migration stories, 
settlement narratives, and attachments. This is a neighbourhood where, in 
the “throwntogetherness” (Massey 2005, 111) of space, people have, for gen-
erations, lived and intermingled, married and co-habited, interacting and 
negotiating on an everyday basis cultural, ethnic, and religious differences, 
and urban multi-culture. Our route to testing methods in which to capture 
local knowledge and representations of place was via an exploration of urban 
leisure spaces and activities people had established and maintained for them-
selves that most often took place in third places (Yuen and Johnson 2017), 
that is public spaces marked by informality, regularity, and close sociality. We 
referred to our short intensive immersion into these spaces as “encounters”. 
One driving question that framed these series of emplaced encounters was: 
What can collective leisure in third spaces, and arts-based activities tell us 
about place and place-making? As time when on, this extended to questions 
linked to manifestations of belonging rooted in such place-making activities.

Both studies made use of qualitative data collection methods (i.e., narrative 
reviews, interviews, and focus groups). Importantly, creative, participatory and 
arts-based methods were also used,1 with both studies producing digital stories. 
In the first study, my mom was not interviewed but in developing the digital 
story work, I asked her to share her story. She was my “dry run”. This was 
something that evolved from an off-the-cuff remark made during our weekly 
telephone catch-up call into a meaningful exercise for her, an opportunity to 
immerse myself in the digital story process, and, for both of us, an unexpected 
way of interacting, sharing, and working together. At the start of the second 
study, I asked Mom if she would produce a second story rooted in her experience 
of developing her first digital story. Her story and her experiences of developing 
her story were shared in a workshop I hosted with my research team. Then, in 
another weekly catch-up call, I asked if she wanted to conduct a thematic nar-
rative review of four novels that tell the stories of the lives of older Caribbean 
migrants who settled, lived, aged, and died in the UK.2 I recall telling her she 
would be my volunteer. She agreed, and as part of the process of conducting the 
review she shared the following written response about this particular request:

For as long as I can remember a part of me has lived an imagined life 
which has been informed by books. I wanted to study literature at uni-
versity but for my family science was the only area worthy of study. That 
imagined world dimmed as LIFE took over. It was never extinguished! 
It began to brighten as I read books by African American and African 
women authors. Thus, when Roiyah asked me (in a fashion only she 
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has mastered) to be in her research, I eagerly agreed. What I didn’t fully 
comprehend at the time was that she had offered me the opportunity to 
continue to round my circle of life. She was drawing me back to that 
imagined life. At this stage in my life that is a gift beyond measure.

Mom worked with me as a member of my team for the next two years – not 
attending meetings but providing updates and eventually co-writing a draft 
with another member of the team. Having first introduced her as “my older 
research volunteer”, I told the team she was my mom only after the first year. I 
told them awkwardly and reluctantly, fearful of their response to what is still an 
uncommon coupling within academia. It would be some years before I would 
be able to recognise and articulate meaningfully and without apology my mom’s 
contribution to my academic life as an active participant and collaborator.

Fast forward five years when the opportunity arose to reflect critically on 
the overall impact Mom had, not only on the two studies, but also on my mid- 
career transitions. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this work is rooted in a digital story. 
My digital story is a response to her first story. I start my digital story just as she 
started hers, and in retaining the images of her story, her format and structure 
and word style, my intention was to have her/her story imprinted in mine. 
Both stories share the same title: “It’s what I want”. In the next section, I will 
draw on excerpts from both stories, along with other written musings captured 
and conversations over the phone when preparing this chapter to explore the 
manifestation of mothering more fully in and at work and its impact.

From where we stand: Positionality and the ties that bind

Mom’s story: The Bermuda I grew up in was segregated according to race – the 
schools, pews in churches, seats in theatres, wards in the hospital, restaurants, jobs 
everything … every aspect of life. So, in the marginalised community in which I 
grew up I was taught the importance of respect for self and others, the importance 
of trying to find out who I was, and, crucially, the importance of making my way 
in the world … Funnily enough, many of the limitations racism placed upon me 
as a young person have parallels to the limitations placed upon me as a senior, by 
ageism. Fortunately, I know now how to respond to attitudes like that and don’t 
let them hinder my making my way in the world.

Daughter’s story: The Bermuda I grew up in was desegregated yet fractured by race, class, 
and colour. So, in the marginalised community in which I grew up I was taught the 
importance of respect for self and others, the importance of trying to find out who I was 
and crucially, the importance of making my way in the world. Looking back, I can say 
that this was taught from the womb. Self-determination, self-love, and self-pride were 
tattooed on my inner landscape by my mother with a single-mindedness and fierceness 
of a woman determined to raise her children to do well in the world despite the odds.

Aware of the continuing asymmetrical sex/gender dynamic underpin-
ning dominant notions of western motherhood, my starting point embraces 
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the notion of mothering as the ever-shifting and varied roles, experiences, 
attachments, and competencies of child-rearing and caring by people sexed as 
female at birth, not excluding those who mother children not born to them. 
The way we form attachments, show affection, and seek to nurture chil-
dren as part and parcel of a mothering role depends on a host of factors, not 
least the social context in which such mothering interactions and relation-
ship-making takes place (O’Reilly 2014a). As such, the maternal role is firmly 
rooted in the social, political, and historical context and the underpinning 
norms, values, and expectations in which it occurs: Women who mother – as 
all people – respond to their given circumstances in various ways.

Writing about perceptions of closeness and intimacy in the Jamaican con-
text for example, in their work on notions of mothering and closeness in 
Jamaican households, Burke et al (2017, 4) argue that any understanding of 
mother-child relationships must take on board the legacy and continued 
impact of a complex set of socio-economic, demographic, cultural, and reli-
gious influences that are a result of the island’s history of slavery, colonialism, 
and post-independence development and transformation. It is within such a 
context that this chapter is rooted, with its focus on the life and times of my 
mother who was born in the (still) British colony of Bermuda, where she has 
lived for the last 86 years. Furthermore, as a full-time academic who is also 
a 56-year-old daughter, and single mother of one, living in Wales, the focus 
is on transnational mothering in mother-daughter relationships in later life.

My mother understood what academics refer to as positionality long before I 
studied the concept. She was aware from a young age of the ways in which the 
mixing of enduring social identities such as race, class, and gender shapes and 
confers – in different social contexts and to varying extents – status configura-
tions that either enable or limit social recognition and the exercise of power. A 
child of a Black father with a dark complexion who arrived in Bermuda from the 
Caribbean Island of Dominica decades before, and a Black Bermudian mother 
with a much lighter complexion, Mom was born with the darkest complexion 
in her household. She was also, from very young, very smart. This shaped life in 
many ways. For example, as a child of a migrant, she and her family both belonged 
and did not belong to Black Bermudian society. As a young girl, it was her intel-
lect that secured her a scholarship to a school that would lay the foundation for 
her career as an educationalist. This was both an opportunity freely gifted to her 
brother by virtue of his gender as well as being a still-restricted pathway for a girl 
from a middle-class family (she had wanted to be a doctor). Courtship as a young, 
educated woman was shaped by the often-overt calculations of her economic 
potential as a college teacher and the equally overt othering of her complexion 
on an island where colourism remained rife and over-determining. Lastly, as she 
recalls in a telephone call to me, her career as a vice-president of Bermuda’s only 
college was peppered with incidents where she was mistakenly taken to be the 
secretary, or in the wrong room, or from the catering department.

From our chats, Mom has sought to steer the specific social, personal, and 
familial contexts of her life as a child, woman, and full-time (now retired) 
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educationalist. The same goes for her brand of mothering. The care work of 
mothering – encased as it is in social contexts and lived experiences – is for 
many women of colour rooted in a need to foster in their children the capac-
ity to navigate numerous hostile environments where race is one of many 
intersecting factors. Mom’s lessons as my two siblings and I grew up were 
quiet and largely unspoken, imbibed from watching her responses, going 
into her workplace, and also from how she interacted with us, her students, 
her colleagues, and friends and family. Captured many decades later, Mom’s 
digital stories speak about this tellingly, drawing on the role played by a 
network of family, elders, school teachers, friends, and the Black commu-
nity who provided buffering support, guidance, and advice – key naviga-
tional tools. To understand how she mothers starts from such positionality. 
Moreover, although separated by half a century and the distance between 
Wales and Bermuda, the particular set of circumstances which shaped her life 
as a woman and a mother have also shaped mine. In this, her narrative is my 
narrative. Her story is imprinted in mine.

Mothering love: Ambivalent tactics, un/resolved tensions

Mom’s story: When I’m in Bermuda I get reminders from other people … friends, people 
whom I may have worked with or whom I taught many, many moons ago … they 
shout out “Saltus, you’re looking good, I want to be like you when I grow up”. And I 
reply “hang in there, your turn is coming”. And we reminisce and have a good laugh.

Daughter’s story: My mom’s brand of mothering was not the easy, sweet kind. She is 
no Madonna. Not least, because doing maternal came hard to her as she herself 
would tell you. To this day we joke – seriously joke – that she does not have 
a maternal bone in her body. Although, softened by the long passage of time, 
Mommy’s caring practices and nurturing intimacies remain aloof, guarded and 
conditional – of the ambivalent mothering kind.

My mom still gets stopped on the streets of Bermuda by her ex-students 
and work colleagues. This is a source of great pride for me – a pride coloured 
by gentle irritation and jealousy. For the outward engagement and care Mom 
showered on the thousands of young people she taught and later, counselled 
and offered guidance to in high school, as well to those promising members 
of staff she took under her wing as a college vice-president, did not translate 
to the same extent within our home. Having described herself on many occa-
sions as not having a maternal bone in her body, perhaps unsurprisingly Mom 
agreed with the term “ambivalent” when I cautiously introduced it to her a 
few months ago when I was drafting the text to go with my digital story.

It has taken decades to articulate an understanding of my mom’s moth-
ering as rooted in the conflicting normative role expectations from which 
her ambivalence to be a mother arises and is mediated, and from which my 
relationship with my mother has always been framed. Recently, when chat-
ting about early drafts of this chapter, she changed my phrase “ambivalent 
tendencies” to “ambivalent tactics”. Although subtle, the word “tactics” 
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belies a level of intent to mothering based on a somewhat clear determina-
tion of the social, personal, and professional circumstances, the attendant 
norms and expectations, and their subsequent conflicting impacts on her life. 
Her approach to mothering remains as much a response to her ascribed cir-
cumstances as it is an ongoing contestation and re-positioning. Also, key to 
unpicking and seeking to capture Mom’s brand of mothering is understand-
ing family relationships as diverse, fluid, and unresolved. This understanding 
allowed for a shift from dualistic notions of ambivalence. The messiness and 
contradiction of inter-generational relationships such as those of mother- 
daughter (Lüscher and Pillemer 1998, 416) hold both tension and unresolved 
conflict together with loving intimacies and deep connections – all of which 
take shape and are transformed across the life course.

Third, as noted above, the maternal imperatives of normative motherhood 
within the context of an asymmetrical sex/gender dynamic are ones also shaped 
by an intersecting racialisation. As a Black woman, my mother sits within the 
reproductive capacities of an othered and subaltern subjectivity. Falling out-
side of the normative expectations of white western motherhood has led to 
a focus on the history of slavery and colonialism and the legacy of systemic 
racism on modern society as linked to the differential treatment of Black wom-
en’s reproduction and mothering as laid bare for example, in the bodies of 
work produced by the African American feminist academics bell hooks (2000), 
Patricia Hill Collins (2002) and maternal studies scholar Andrea O’Reilly 
(2014a, 2014b). In the United Kingdom, Tracy Reynolds’ (2003, 2005) chal-
lenge to universal patterns of mothering focuses on Black Caribbean mothers 
(and those of Caribbean descent). In her work, she draws out the collectivistic 
nature of mothering, the stigma attached to family models characteristic of 
some Caribbean households in the United Kingdom, and to the seemingly 
more authoritarian style of parenting generally and mothering in particular.

Such work is insightful, necessary in terms of progressing our understand-
ing of what it means to be a mother. Such work is also restorative, providing 
insights into the lived experiences of non-white women, and promoting the 
value of Black motherhood in the larger public sphere and within Black com-
munities. Lastly, such work has been a much-needed antidote to the largely 
negative depictions of Black motherhood (or worse yet, its total side-lining 
and silencing). However, there remain gaps and silences for mothering that 
falls beyond this frame. For such restorative work has yet to lend itself to 
spaces in which to explore the lived experiences of Black mothers and their 
hinterland – and the spaces in which they have forged safe space (the commu-
nity, the home and within the family, and, for me, the workplace) – that lay 
outside this particular framing. Of importance, here are notions of mother-
ing that are ambivalent and conflicting. What has become evident is the need 
to meaningfully explore and to create a space for the “unspeakable” in terms 
of Black women like my mom and, for that matter, me, and our particular 
relationships to motherhood.

Shaped by her own upbringing, her life experiences, and her reserved per-
sonality, my mom’s maternal ambivalence – that is, her desire and distaste for 
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the normative notions of motherhood as always being emotionally available, 
nourishing, and self-sacrificing – leant itself to an aloofness and conditionality 
that has shaped our relationship over the decades. Care was framed by expec-
tation and lessons in responsibility and practical action. We have had periods 
of great strife and more recently longer periods of harmony and togetherness 
that sit alongside the unspoken “no go” areas and our triggers and tendencies 
that rub us in the wrong way. Like my mom and many other family members, 
I work in education, weaving my own brand of social justice and community 
resilience. Like I did as a child, my son now stands next to me as I catch up with 
ex- students and colleagues. I too am now a single mom. I am also navigating 
ambivalent tendencies. Like Mom, I too continue to work on how best to posi-
tion and embrace the messiness of motherhood as an embodied performance 
shaped by contestation and harmony, joy, and displeasure. In all of this is love. 
Our show of love and intimacy has always been low-key – an emotion and 
presence to be largely silently assumed. However, like Mom, I have found ways 
to embed into articulations of mothering ambivalence the love we have for each 
other as mother and daughter that has unflinchingly bound and sustained us.

As will be explored in the next section, DST provided a way to explore the 
unsayable for my mom just as it provided a way for us to move our mother- 
daughter relationship from the private domestic sphere to my everyday work-
ing life.

Digital storying: Whisperings of the unsayable

Mom’s story: I am by nature a very private person and have therefore shared few of my 
innermost thoughts with others … however now with age and in retrospect … I am 
becoming more and more aware that I should add my story to the millions of stories being 
told by members of my generation. Telling my story was a happy funny experience … 
and it was also a case of remembering painful occurrences … and the impact of the past.

Daughter’s story: Perhaps that’s why I didn’t know what to do when I saw my mom 
crying for the first time ever in my life. Mommy crying … I was so shocked! She 
had been talking about the digital story she had worked on and how she wanted 
to tell her story, and then she just started crying. I stared and stared … and then 
reached out and traced my fingers down her arm. Just briefly, just enough, I think. 
It was a strange, intimate moment when I looked at my mom anew. The moment 
was made that much stranger because we were not alone or even at home. We were 
in a seminar room full of members of my research team who taking part in a digital 
storytelling workshop. Looking back, it was in this moment – stroking my mom’s 
arm to comfort her in front of my new research team – that I stopped worrying 
about my need for her to be near. To be part of my working life … on that day as 
I traced my fingers down her arm something gave way.

My pathway to digital stories is rooted in my rising awareness of the need 
to conduct research that moves beyond text-based interpretation towards the 
implicit aspects of human life and experience. In trying to get closer, the aim 
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was to move towards the “unsayable” (Visse et al 2019, 3), or “pre-reflective 
experiences and sensory-based responses” (Lindhout et al 2020, 2) that shape 
human life. Such work draws on ways of knowing that are not amenable to 
numeric calculation, and not fully captured in qualitative(text-based) research 
approaches but rather lend themselves more readily to methods derived from 
creative work and arts practice that work to reflect, unearth, or transmit the 
nuances, unspoken practices and rituals, and affect landscapes that oil and 
shape people’s everyday experiences and perceptions.

Moreover, the participatory practice of DST repositions participants as 
co-producers of knowledge and the sharing of their selected lived experi-
ences in the development of their digital stories remains as much a research 
method as it is an act of intervention and of safe space-making for marginal-
ised groups. Although not without limitations (as all methods are), in making 
central the storyteller’s lives the aim is often to position the methods and 
outputs linked to DST as integral to re/shaping and transforming policy and 
service delivery, as well as raising awareness of issues of importance to sto-
rytelling population groups. There is a social justice ethos underpinning to 
DST that stretches back decades. Accordingly, the research literature is richly 
emboldened by the numerous studies exploring the value and role of digital 
stories that seek to make central and relevant the lives of marginalised groups 
and subpopulations. Examples include studies addressing learning and edu-
cation (Robin 2008; Matias and Grosland 2016; Parsons et al 2020) migra-
tion and belonging, the health and wellbeing of older people (Hausknecht 
et al 2019), and those rooted in mothering (Barcelos and Gubrium 2018).

It is the restorative potential of storytelling and its power to be used to con-
vey deeply personal insights and the need to test and pilot this (then) new 
method that led me to invite Mom to produce her first digital story. It was the 
need to capture the process involved in DST production that was the impetus 
for the second story. It was during her public reflection of her story that, quite 
unexpectantly, the usually unsayable emotions Mom holds close eased out as 
her voice faltered. As she stated sometime later in her characteristic constrained 
way, talking about how she developed her story conjured up “very strong emo-
tions”. It was the re-telling of her story and her aspirations for her story that 
opened – albeit briefly – her hinterland. Not every human experience or emo-
tion can be captured in words. The work to produce and share her story moved 
Mom to tears, providing me with new insights not only into her emotional life, 
but insights into the power and challenge of arts and creative methods such 
as DST to provide a layer of nuance, understanding and appreciation, whilst 
pushing us towards spaces that house the unsayable and unspoken.

Mothering at work

I have always struggled with seeing words once I have written them. The “A”, 
“E”, or “S” disappears; the “ing” and “ess” get cut off, and the “may” becomes 
“might” and “take” becomes “took” as if by some strange magic – lost only 
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to me. So, with the beady eye and pencil of an ex-college Vice-President, 
Mom read chapters of my doctoral work and then drafts of my early articles. 
Although I stopped asking her to proofread work around 2006, the imprint 
of her early involvement meant my request to her to take part in two studies 
over the last decade perhaps should not have been that much of a surprise. 
What has been different in this more recent enmeshment is the level and 
impact of her more direct and overt involvement in my academic life.

As noted above, Mom played a key role as my academic work shifted 
towards the arts as a way for me to begin to spotlight and place as impor-
tant, the evocative and the ineffable. It was during this period that I was 
most challenged in my academic career. Having spent a decade using qual-
itative methods, working with creatives, and producing creative outputs 
such as digital stories, allowed me to access to new ways of data capture 
and new ways of engaging with research participants. The move towards 
the arts and performance also unlocked in me the need and courage to 
embrace affectivity, emotion, and creative expression as key to knowledge 
generation in new ways. Also, having worked with a wide number of 
minority and marginalised population groups, the two studies my mom 
was involved with allowed me, for the first time in my career, to focus and 
develop work packages that focussed to a significant extent on Caribbean 
migrants. My work became a matter of the heart, the approach one that 
allowed for affectivity and new ways of knowing, and lastly, a unique 
opportunity to work in a different way with my mom, drawing on her 
expertise, her experience, and her life story, and less on her proof-reading 
and editing abilities.

Moreover, the overlapping of my academic career and my turn towards 
arts-based methods came just when I faced a period of subtle micro- aggressive 
questioning in some quarters as to the utility of the arts in my work and with 
my choice to work closely with a minority ethnic population group I so 
closely identified with. Observing the making of her digital story and listen-
ing to her reflections on her story in my research workshop reminded me that 
her story is my story; moreover, her “home teachings” could and needed to 
become part of my personal as well as academic life. A key step forward for 
me was embracing my mom and the maternal in and at work.

As I shared in my own digital story:

Daughter’s story: My mom joined my work as a breathing, contributing presence seen 
by others and not part of my … hinterland … my private domestic world when I 
needed her most. She moved closer as I made a conscious decision to actively lean 
into my own research passion and to put two fingers up to those who those who 
thought such research was lazy, obvious, and not pressing and timely. For with 
her came her home-site teachings. With her I remembered myself. I remembered 
how she had weathered the storms … I have also learned more about Mommy 
than possibly any other period, with her [entry into my professional] work being a 
platform into her hitherto closed private inner world.
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Conclusion

Daughter’s story: … I am doing what I want to do, having drawn on a woman who 
continues to claim she does not have a maternal bone in her body as muse, mentor, 
and mother.

Mom’s story: My favourite saying puts all of what I’ve just said in two sentences: “it’s 
not what you think I ought to want. It’s what I think I ought to want”.

Notes

 1 In “Representing Communities”, activities included: (i) production of a fea-
ture-length video documentary entitled Re-presenting African Caribbean Elders in 
Wales (https://vimeo.com/116055256); an expansive storify of Butetown is more than 
meets the Eye (https://storify.com/adewis/butetown-more-than-meets-the-eye); 
five public photographic exhibitions co-designed with local artists and a large per-
formance-based public assembly.

 2 Joan Riley’s Waiting in the Twilight (1987), Thelma Perkins,’ Roundabouts (2002), Caryl 
Phillips’ In the Falling Snow (2010), and Bernardine Evaristro’s Mr Loverman (2013).
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