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This paper aims to describe the life stories and experiences of mothers in
prison who have overcome their pain, boredom, and despair through the
learning and recreational activities, as part of the alternative learning
delivery. Analysis was done using Arthur Schopenhauer’s lens. This is
grounded on the idea that incarcerated mothers have experienced what
Schopenhauer described as sufferings of the world which comprises the
inevitable feelings of pain, boredom and despair in their entire stay at the
four corners of prison cells. In this paper, face-to-face interviews, phone
conversations and critical analysis in the appropriation of Schopenhauer’s
pessimistic concepts were employed. As a result, three themes were drawn,
namely, winning over emotional and psychological anxieties, seeing the
silver lining, and determination to freedom. This paper recommends to the
department of education (DepEd), commission on higher education (CHED)
and technical education and skills development authority (TESDA) to
further extend their community services or extension function for the
continuation and enhancements of the delivery of alternative learning system
(ALS) among incarcerated Filipino mothers, which the society is referred to
as ilaw ng tahanan (light of every home).
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1. INTRODUCTION

This paper exposes the lived experiences and provides an analysis of the untold stories of the
selected incarcerated mothers who have been away from their families for years. This paper is premised on
the idea that incarcerated Filipino mothers have struggles inside their prison cells that resulted in their
feelings of pain, boredom, and despair [1]. Their pains are characterized by physical and human rights abuses
from their fellow inmates or from authorities managing the prisons [2]. In some cases, the pain of
incarcerated mothers results from being alone and helpless because they couldn’t provide for the needs of
their families, especially their children [3]. On the other hand, the feelings of boredom among incarcerated
mothers are brought about by having monotonous activities inside the facility and the lack of recreational
activities that would help them think, discover, and create [4].

The experience of despair among incarcerated mothers were brought by their feelings of
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hopelessness because of the prolonged legal process that they had to undergo as well as the years of penalty
that they had to endure in order to once again be called as free persons [5]. Furthermore, incarcerated mothers
felt hopeless because they didn’t see themselves as productive [6], they resorted to self-pity, experienced
social shame, and guilt [7]. With these negative experiences, as what Schopenhauer called as sufferings of
the world [8], incarcerated mothers need to have recreational and learning activities that will enable these
mothers to realize the value of their time, their skills and improve their learning experiences despite their
difficult conditions inside the prisons cells.

It is a known fact that cultural beliefs and practices have influenced child’s growth and
development. In the Filipino family’s culture and traditions, mothers played an important role in the family
especially in rearing their children to become responsible, honest, independent, and goal-oriented citizens of
the country [9]. In most instances, mothers manifest great influence in the development of attitude, education,
values and ethical behavior of children [10].

The Filipino context of mothers as ilaw ng tahanan or light of every home manifests the role that
every mother played in their respective family and community. Being the light, Filipino mothers bring
comfort, care and love to their children and family by putting their family first more than anyone or anything
else. In most times, these mothers sacrifice their own needs, wants and happiness just to give the best for
their families [11].

Having fully known of their roles in the family and in the society, these Filipino mothers
experienced brokenness and struggles in fulfilling their sacred duties. With these said these parents who have
the daunting responsibilities of raising their children were deterred in committing to their roles while being
subjected to the quagmires of incarceration. Likewise, because of these superhuman obligations, incarcerated
mothers had experienced inevitable sufferings while they were in prison.

According to Warner [12], the transition from being a law-abiding citizen to being an incarcerated
mother is very difficult and challenging, having identified as the moral backbone of the society. This created
a stigma of having a distorted character of what is considered an ideal mother in the society. The experience
of imprisonment per se created mental breakdown such as anxieties, guilt and social shame, which the
prisoners needed to address [13]. Terms like guilt and social shame carved in the minds of incarcerated
persons.

In 2013, the United Nations’ special report on violence against women stated that many countries
have noted significant increase of women being incarcerated [14]. The UN enumerated various issues that
incarcerated women are facing in rehabilitation centers. These issues include violence e.g., rape and
prostitution, violation of privacy, inadequate health care and hygienic conditions, overcrowding, poor
nutrition and lack of feminine-specific care, women with children and pregnant women, sexual orientation
and gender identity, and immigration and refugee detention [14]. Being away from the comfort of their
homes and from the care of their families, these physical conditions in the rehabilitation facilities added to
the psychological stress and emotional stress that women in prison, especially incarcerated mothers are
suffering to. However, oftentimes, these concerns were not articulated because problem brought by the
stigma that the society is imposing upon the incarcerated persons. There is a need to educate the society on
the realities in the life of mothers who have been put behind bars. Through this, people may fully understand
the pain of being an incarcerated mother. Thus, this is a way of giving voices to the incarcerated mothers to
express their experiences as well as a venue for those untold struggles of mothers in prison.

Moreover, there is the importance of providing alternative learning activities that may help
incarcerated women develop a sense of positive outlook in life. Education and creating learning environment
among persons deprived of liberty is necessary for these individuals to engage in critical reflection and
prevent them in doing criminal acts [15]. In the Philippines, as part of education for all program, the
alternative learning system (ALS) is being offered for those citizens who may have difficulty in accessing the
formal schooling such as those who are considered less privileged and those behind bars [16].

Arthur Schopenhauer’s [17] concept of sufferings of the world. In his seminal work titled “On the
sufferings of the world”, Schopenhauer argues the inevitable experiences of pain, boredom and despair.
These sufferings as Schopenhauer argues are part and parcel of human life. Human existence is always
coupled with constant failures in attaining one’s desires for happiness. For Schopenhauer, life is a continuous
process and a task to be done thus, in the entire existence of humans, they will always experience pain,
boredom and despair [18].

These pessimistic concepts of Schopenhauer were appropriated in several studies. These studies
provide empirical verifications of Schopenhauer’s perspective of human life and human will. For one, it has
provided analysis on the struggles and pressing social conditions of Ati people, an indigenous community in
the Philippines. The researchers critically narrated the untold stories and lived experiences of Ati people
which include physical and psychological abuses, unending issues of ancestral domain claims, and their
unending struggle for self-determination [19].
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In a study entitled “Pain, boredom and despair: the sufferings of seafarers and their families”, the
researchers provided analysis of the sufferings of Filipino seafarers and their families. The study showed that
despite the huge number of salaries and benefits those seafarers and their families received, they still
experienced sufferings which mostly stemmed from their desires of happiness, life’s comfort, and satisfaction
[20]. In the same study, the authors argued that having plenty of material resources is not a guarantee that
human persons could escape from life’s sufferings [20].

The Filipino farmers, who were considered food producers of the country, have also experienced
life’s sufferings. In their paper titled “Sufferings as motivation: understanding the life of farmers in Sara,
lloilo”, Petrola and Ledesma appropriated Schopenhauer’s concept in understanding the lives and sufferings
of farmers in the Philippines. The authors argued that the experiences of landlessness, poverty, food shortage,
and illnesses due to manual labor have pained them, made them suffer from despair and life’s boredom [18].
However, these experiences of sufferings, frustration and disappointments pushed these Filipino farmers to
work hard and have made them hopeful to achieve success in their lives [21]. The abovementioned studies
simply proved the significance of Schopenhauer’s unique philosophical concepts as applied in understanding
the lived experiences of various sectors in the society. The present study would uniquely appropriate a better
understanding of the lives, sufferings and struggles of incarcerated mothers in lloilo, Philippines.

Furthermore, Schopenhauer argued that people will surely experience these life’s inevitable
sufferings of the world. However, Schopenhauer advocated the use of different forms of arts or learning
activities that would stimulate persons’ imagination and creativity, that would enable them to overcome their
feelings of frustrations and anxieties and experience tranquility [22]. In the context of prison bars, the
delivery of alternative learning system (ALS), an expanded delivery of instruction through education for all
(EFA) 2015, is intended to capture those learners who haven’t been in formal schooling and those who are in
difficult circumstances regardless of their age and gender [23]. Through ALS, incarcerated mothers would
have enabled them to overcome their pain, boredom, and despair inside the rehabilitation centers.

2. RESEARCH METHOD

This study was qualitative-phenomenological. Responses were taken from eight incarcerated
mothers who came from different rehabilitation facilities in the Province and City of lloilo, willingly
signified to participate in this study. These conversation partners have served their prison terms and are
already out of rehabilitation centers. Because of health and safety protocols in the Philippines and in lloilo
City brought about by COVID-19 pandemic, the gathering of data was done through limited face-to-face
interviews, phone conversations and small focus group discussions through online modes. In the analysis of
data, the researchers utilized critical and thematic analyses in the appropriation of Schopenhauer’s
pessimistic concepts were used. Furthermore, as part of ethical consideration, the researchers used aliases or
pseudo names of the respondents. This is purposely to protect the identity of the incarcerated mothers as well
as the welfare and security of their children and families. The demographic information of the participants is
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Information of research informants

Description Informant 1 Informant2 Informant3 Informant4 Informant5 Informant6 Informant7 Informant 8
Name (alias) Jenny Olive Honey Nelida Patice Liza Ursula Amanda
Years in prison 5 5 4 3 5 5 5 3

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Winning over emotional and psychological anxieties

Being away from their family for years is a struggle for incarcerated mothers. Take for instance
Jenny (not her real name), a single mother and has been imprisoned for five years in the female penitentiary
because of carrying illegal drugs which is a violation of Republic Act 9165 or the Comprehensive Dangerous
Drugs Act of the Philippines. Jenny served her five years imprisonment and is now out of the penitentiary.
Yet, she recalled how miserable her life in prison was and how she struggled with anxieties.

According to Jenny, it was 2015 where she was arrested during a buy-bust operation conducted in
their place. At that time, she had a two-year-old daughter living with her. Her arrest made her anxious
because of many unanswered questions in her mind like what will happen now to her child considering that
she was still too small and who provided her child’s needs?

Congquering the experiences of pain, boredom and despair among selected ... (Rowena Vargas Isidro)



306 a ISSN: 2252-8806

“I couldn’t sleep for days, months and years because many questions are bothering me every day.
Because of over thinking and stress, | became erratic inside the rehabilitation center. I couldn’t eat
my meals and became sickly. Sometimes, I thought of committing suicide because I couldn’t bear the
pain of being not with my child.” (Informant 1, Jenny)

However, Jenny was thankful because of the presence of few people who she considered God sent
in her most down moments. Jenny is referring to Olive and Honey (not their real names) who were Jenny’s
best friends in prison. For Jenny, her two best friends were the most important inmates who were also her
classmates in ALS.

“Every night, we spent time together doing our assignments in school. My two best friends didn’t
just teach me how to write and read but also helped me develop my skills in beadworks. ” (Informant
1, Jenny)

During the day, these three incarcerated mothers spent their time making simple souvenir items with the
guidance of their trainers. Like Jenny, Olive and Honey were also mothers and left their children because of
the crime they committed. Olive has been in prison for three years while Honey was just a year before Jenny
came in. At first, Jenny was hesitant to socialize with them, but her best friends made her realize that there is
still life despite their situation in prison. One of the researchers has the opportunity to interview Olive and
Honey through phone.

“Being incarcerated is the most painful experience I had in my life as a woman and as mother.”
(Informant 2, Olive)

“Even out of prison, these painful experiences haunted us every day because of the shame that our
community imposed on us. Sometimes, it came to a point that | wished to be inside the four walls of
the penitentiary where | feel that I belong and valued. ” (Informant 3, Honey)

For them, the life outside the penitentiary is worse than that of being inside. However, the support from
their fellow inmates have made them stronger women and mothers [24]. However, for Olive and Honey,
inside the prison they don’t experience the social shame and stigma that society is making them feel. Self-
stigma among incarcerated women is associated with depression, hopelessness, low self-esteem, low social
support, and social avoidance [25]. Inside the prison bars, these two argued that they were given the
opportunities to express themselves and overcome their problems through art and recreational activities. Yet,
as mothers they have to be strong and survive for their children and their family. By working together their
projects, these two mothers were able to give esteem support to each other through motivation,
encouragement, and positive assessment that helped them develop confidence despite the challenges [26].
This is a clear manifestation that despite the fact that they were deprived of liberty, activities in ALS gave
them the opportunity to socialize, help each other, and appreciate their value in the community thus, gaining
back their self-confidence which made them stronger women.

3.2. Seeing the silver lining

The life of being in prison was a life full of boredom. Nelida (not her real name) noted that their
schedules in prison were dull. Nelida was imprisoned because of her involvement in illegal drugs. She was a
mother of two kids. She counted every second, every minute and every day waiting for her ‘free day’. During
an interview, Nelida expressed her dismay and uncertainties of her situation.

“My four years stay in the penitentiary is the dreariest years of my life because the legal process
was too slow for my case.” (Informant 4, Nelida)

At times, she never even bothered to ask about the status of her case because she will just be
frustrated once she receives ‘no development’ response from her lawyer and relatives.

“I missed my children every moment. I kept their pictures and posted them on my wall because |
really loved them. I can’t wait to be free; hug them, kiss them, cook food for them and send them to
school like what I usually do. But here I am, couldn’t do anything for my family. I pity myself and
blame myself for what 7’ve done.” (Informant 4, Nelida)

Nelida expressed her brokenness and frustration, yet she finds hope during visitation day. She
lamented that during visitation days, she felt the sense of relief. For her, these were the moments where she
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was able to see her close relatives and talked to her children through the phone. She finds consolation and
strength being with her family and was very excited when she heard that she will be out of the prison.

Like Nelida, Patrice (not her real name) also had uncertainties in life. She felt that her three years
stay in prison is the loneliest moments of her life as a mother. Being a mother to two male teenagers, she
hasn't seen how her children grew up.

“This is so sad considering that they need me as they grow, and I feel bad because I couldn’t be on
their sides during the times, they need a mother. Instead of being proud, they would rather hate me
because of the humiliation they received from their classmates since their mother is tagged as a
criminal by the society. ” (Informant 5, Patice)

Despite these negative experiences, “I gained some confidence and self-respect because of the series
of art activities that we were doing inside the prison. In fact, 7 still can’t believe that I was able to
make bead works and beautiful dolls as part of our outputs. These products were sold, and we
generated income from it. The money that | gained was shared to my children to help lessen their
house, personal and educational expenses.” (Informant 5, Patice)

Through ALS, the incarcerated mothers were given opportunity to help financially their respective
families despite being in rehabilitation center. As a result, the mothers felt sense of satisfaction and happiness
in happiness that they are able to provide the needs of their families regardless of their situation [27].

3.3. Determination to freedom

Hopelessness was another feeling that incarcerated women were struggling with. Amanda, Ursula,
and Liza (not their real names) were friends in the rehabilitation center where they stayed for three years.
They are now living with their families after serving their sentences. During the small group discussion
through social media, they shared how they became hopeless inside the penitentiary.

“Being incarcerated was almost equal to death because of shame that we and our families have
experienced and guilt because of committing such crimes. I can’t forget those sleepless nights
longing for my children and worrying about their situations at home.” (Informant 6, Liza)

These three former incarcerated mothers felt the loneliness and emotional struggles as well as self-pity [19].

“Every visitation day, we hide ourselves because we don’t want to see our relatives. We feel guilty
of what we have done. We were the reason why our families experienced humiliation and our
children were bullied. At times, we wanted to die because for us living in prison was living in hell.
Hell, not because of the environment inside but because of the feelings of uselessness, frustrations,
insecurities of what lies in the future, and thoughts that there is no good future for us at all.”
(Informant 7, Ursula)

Despite these negative experiences, these incarcerated mothers proved their strong character and
found consolation with each other [21].

“ALS and other skills activities have provided me the avenue of being together with my fellow
inmates and doing our project as a group. This experience made me feel very happy and at least lessened my
feeling of homesickness.” (Informant 8, Amanda)

Every time there were activities, she felt excited since she will again be very busy doing the given
tasks and learning with her friends Ursula and Liza. Because of these, they became very positive and
determined to be with their families. To share the lessons they learned and show the products they made. The
life stories that were shared the conversation partners showed their experiences of being in prison such as
living a life away from their families, experiences of anxiety and depression, the social shame brought by the
society’s stigma of being called as criminals, and their struggles of living inside rehabilitation centers. Their
stories of pain, boredom and despair were life’s struggles that motivated them to live, continue their roles as
mothers to their respective families and look forward to spending time with their families [28]. These once
untold stories and difficulties have now come into the open and were overcome through the alternative
learning system (ALS) being conducted inside the rehabilitation centers. Indeed, these stories show the
importance of alternative learning programs as meaningful interventions to incarcerated women [29], [30].
Thus, it is with great hope that in sharing these notable stories of a few incarcerated mothers in the
Philippines it will enable to solicit understanding from the people and thus, erase the society’s stigma on
those individuals who were deprived of liberty.
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4. CONCLUSION

The lived experiences of incarcerated mothers as narrated above proved the strong personality of
Filipino mothers. The experiences of pain, boredom, and despair, which for Schopenhauer are inevitable
sufferings in the world, have been the motivation for the once incarcerated mothers to be more positive in
facing these challenges. Instead of losing hope and being discouraged, these incarcerated women used these
excruciating experiences as inspiration to be a true epitome of what Filipino society’s called as ilaw ng
tahanan to their families and society. Relating these to Schopenhauer’s concepts, life is indeed a task to be
done. In human existence there’s an inevitable experience of sufferings yet, it is through overcoming these
sufferings that one is able to appreciate the real meaning of life. Furthermore, these incarcerated mothers, in
their deep feelings of frustration and hopelessness find comfort and recognition in the presence of those
people who understand them, their fellow mothers. Also, through art and recreational activities in ALS, these
incarcerated mothers felt their value in the society, making them appreciate that there’s still life even in
prison. In this manner, Schopenhauer’s concept is correct when he argues that art and recreational activities
are necessary in overcoming frustrations brought by inevitable sufferings. Thus, through ALS activities
provided by the facility, incarcerated mothers felt the sense of hope and freedom despite their dreadful
situation inside the prison bars.
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