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ABSTRACT 

Background and Purpose: The experiences of single mothers after divorce in Indonesia reflect 

broader socio-cultural and legal challenges shaped by patriarchal gender norms and weaknesses in 

marriage law. Single mothers often face stigma, economic vulnerability, and unequal power relations 

within family and community communication. This study examines their lived experiences through a 

gender communication perspective, focusing on how cultural norms and legal limitations affect their 

social position and vulnerability. 

 

Methodology: Using a qualitative approach, this study conducted in-depth interviews with single 

mothers (n=10) from diverse socio-cultural backgrounds. Data were analysed thematically to 

explore family communication patterns, coping strategies, and community responses, supported by 

NVivo software.  

 

Findings: The findings show that patriarchal constructions reinforce stigma and a double caregiving 

burden, while ineffective enforcement of child support and limited legal protection further weaken 

single mothers’ socio-economic position and restrict their communicative agency within family and 

community contexts as well as in everyday social interactions.  

 

Contributions: This study highlights the need for gender-sensitive legal reform and inclusive 
communication practices to empower single mothers in Indonesia, while also contributing theoretical 

insights to gender communication and family studies, and offering policy-relevant recommendations 

for legal and social institutions.  

 

Keywords: Gender communication, single mothers, divorce, Marriage Law, Indonesia. 

 

Cite as: Salisah, N. H., Daud, N., & Hamidah, L. (2026). Gender communication and marriage law: A 

socio-cultural analysis of single mothers’ post-divorce experiences in Indonesia. Journal of Nusantara 

Studies, 11(2), 380-400. http://dx.doi.org/10.24200/jonus.vol11iss2pp380-400 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

©  Penerbit Universiti Sultan Zainal Abidin,  2026.  This  work  is  licensed  under  the  terms  of  the  

Creative  Commons  Attribution  (CC BY) (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 



Journal of Nusantara Studies 2026, Vol 11(2) 380-400 ISSN / eISSN: 0127-9319 / 0127-9386 
http://dx.doi.org/10.24200/jonus.vol11iss2pp380-400 

381 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

Changes in family structures in Indonesia over the past decades reflect increasingly complex 

social dynamics. One of the most salient phenomena is the growing number of single-parent 

families, particularly divorced single mothers. This phenomenon cannot be understood merely 

as a personal issue or a failure of marital relationships; rather, it represents the intersection of 

socio-cultural norms, gender constructions, family communication practices, and the prevailing 
marriage law framework. Within this context, the lived experiences of divorced single mothers 
constitute a critical site for examining how power relations, gendered communication, and legal 

regulations interact to produce both vulnerability and adaptive strategies among women after 

divorce (Lestari, 2021). 

National data indicate a significant rise in divorce rates in Indonesia. According to the 

Supreme Court of the Republic of Indonesia, more than 460,000 divorce cases were 

adjudicated by Religious Courts and District Courts in 2023, with wife-initiated divorces 

(cerai gugat) emerging as the dominant category. This trend suggests that women are 

increasingly exercising legal agency to terminate marriages that no longer provide emotional 

security, economic stability, or relational justice. However, the growing prevalence of cerai 

gugat simultaneously contributes to an expanding population of single mothers who must 

assume dual roles as primary caregivers and economic providers.  

The Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Child Protection (KPPPA, 2022) 

identifies divorced single mothers as one of the most socially and economically vulnerable 

groups in Indonesia. Many experience declining economic well-being due to unpaid child 

support,
 
limited access to decent employment, and insufficient social support. These 

structural disadvantages are further exacerbated by persistent social stigma attached to divorce 

or single motherhood, particularly in communities where patriarchal cultural values remain 

deeply entrenched (Fauzia, 2023). 

From a communication perspective, the status of divorced single mothers reshapes 

not only relationships with former spouses but also patterns of family communication, 

especially between mothers and children. Negotiating parental roles, decision-making 

authority, and meaning-making processes related to divorce constitutes an emotionally charged 
communicative challenge embedded within unequal power relations. Family communication 
thus becomes a critical arena where gender norms, cultural expectations, and structural 

pressures converge to shape the subjective experiences of single mothers (Fitzpatrick & 

Koerner, 2005).  

Gender communication scholarship emphasizes that communication practices are never 

neutral but are embedded in socially constructed notions of masculinity and femininity. Connell 

(2009) argues that patriarchal gender systems systematically position women in subordinate 

roles, including within marriage and family institutions. In the context of divorce, these 

gendered power relations often persist, as women are disproportionately burdened with 

childcare responsibilities while receiving inadequate economic and social support, whereas 

men’s roles as fathers tend to be socially and legally diminished.  

Previous studies demonstrate that divorced single mothers’ experiences are strongly 

influenced by cultural norms and gender expectations. Fauzia (2023) finds that single mothers 

in Javanese communities frequently encounter negative labelling as “failed” wives, leading to 

psychological distress and social isolation. Similarly, Munandar (2022) highlights that weak 

enforcement mechanisms for child support obligations place many single mothers in 

economically precarious positions despite favourable court rulings.  

From a family communication perspective, Azizah (2022) reveals that single mothers 

must develop specific communicative strategies to explain divorce to their children, 

maintain emotional stability, and navigate social stigma. Divorce communication, therefore, 

extends beyond information exchange to encompass identity negotiation and meaning 
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reconstruction within non-nuclear family forms. Meanwhile, Kusumawardani (2020) shows 

that ineffective post-divorce communication between former spouses often results in 

prolonged conflict, directly undermining children’s psychological well-being.  

Legal scholarship further critiques Indonesia’s Marriage Law for its limited gender 

sensitivity. Hidayat (2021) underscores weak regulatory frameworks and enforcement 

mechanisms regarding child support, as well as the absence of effective sanctions for fathers 

who neglect post-divorce responsibilities. This gap reveals a disjunction between legal norms 

and social realities, wherein legal protection for single mothers remains largely normative 

rather than substantively effective.

Despite the growing body of literature on divorce, single motherhood, and marriage 

law, existing studies remain fragmented. Sociological and legal research tends to 

emphasize structural and normative dimensions, while communication studies often focus 

on interpersonal dynamics without adequately engaging with legal and gender frameworks. 

Consequently, divorced single mothers’ experiences are frequently examined in isolation from 

the interconnected dimensions of communication, culture, and law (Wardani & Pratiwi, 2022).  

This study seeks to address these gaps in three key ways. First, it integrates 

gender communication perspectives with marriage law analysis to provide a holistic 

understanding of divorced single mothers’ experiences in Indonesia. Second, it employs a 

qualitative approach to explore how single mothers interpret and navigate family 

communication, interactions with former spouses, and societal responses to their status. Third, 

it conceptualizes communication as a central mechanism that can either reinforce or 

challenge single mothers’ bargaining positions within socio-legal structures.  

Given Indonesia’s religious and collectivist socio-cultural context, moral judgments 

rooted in religious and customary norms often shape public perceptions of divorce, 

potentially reinforcing stigma against women even when divorce is legally sanctioned. 

This tension highlights the critical role of family and community communication in mediating 

adaptation and empowerment processes among single mothers (United Nations, 2021). 

Accordingly, this study aims to analyse the experiences of divorced single mothers in 

Indonesia through the lenses of gender communication and marriage law. Specifically, it 

seeks to: (1) examine how cultural norms and gender constructions influence communicative 

practices and social labelling of single mothers; (2) analyse the role of family communication 

in post-divorce adaptation and child-rearing strategies; and (3) evaluate how regulatory and 

enforcement weaknesses in marriage law shape single mothers’ vulnerability and 

empowerment. Through in-depth interviews and thematic analysis, this study is expected to 

contribute conceptually to family and gender communication scholarship while offering 

practical insights for legal reform and the strengthening of social support systems for single 

mothers in Indonesia.  

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Post-Divorce Single Mothers in the Indonesian Social Context 

Post-divorce single motherhood has emerged as an increasingly prominent social phenomenon 

alongside the rising divorce rates in Indonesia. Sociologically, single mothers are understood 

as women who assume primary caregiving responsibilities for their children in the absence of 

a partner, emotionally, economically, and structurally. Within Indonesian society, which 

remains strongly influenced by nuclear family ideals and patriarchal norms, the status of single 

mothers is often positioned as a deviation from the socially constructed ideal of an “intact” 

family (BKKBN, 2023).  

Existing studies indicate that post-divorce single mothers experience multilayered 

burdens, including caregiving responsibilities, economic pressures, and social stigma. Fauzia 
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(2023) notes that negative labelling of single mothers originates not only from the broader 

community but also from extended family members and close social environments. Such 

stigma is frequently manifested through language, jokes, or demeaning attitudes, which 

directly affect single mothers’ self-esteem and psychological well-being.

From a communication perspective, stigma is socially constructed and reproduced 

through everyday communicative practices. Labels such as “divorced woman,” “failed 

woman,” or  “incomplete parent” carry symbolic meanings that reinforce gender inequality. 

This suggests that the experiences of single mothers cannot be separated from symbolic 

communication processes that shape social meanings surrounding women, family, and 

divorce (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).  

2.2 Gender Communication and Power Relations within the Family 

Gender communication scholarship is grounded in the assumption that communication does 

not occur in a social vacuum but is shaped by structural power relations. Connell argues that 

patriarchal gender systems position men in dominant roles and women in subordinate positions 

across social institutions, including the family and marriage law. These power relations are 
manifested in communication patterns, decision-making processes, and the division of 
domestic and public roles.  

In the context of marriage and divorce, gendered communication plays a crucial 

role in determining women’s bargaining power. Lestari (2021) demonstrates that women are 

often burdened with the responsibility of maintaining family harmony, including tolerating 

conflict and injustice to preserve marital unity. When divorce occurs, these gender expectations 

do not disappear; rather, they are transformed into moral demands for women to continue 

caregiving roles without asserting economic rights or legal protection.  

Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity further elucidates the experiences of 

single mothers. Butler (1990) conceptualizes gender as continuously produced through 

repeated actions and communicative practices. In this context, single mothers are 

compelled to “perform” the idealized role of resilient, independent, and nurturing 

mothers while simultaneously facing  contradictory social judgments. This illustrates that 

gender communication operates not only at the interpersonal level but also as a mechanism of 

social control shaping women’s post-divorce identities.  

2.3 Family Communication After Divorce 

Divorce represents a transitional event that significantly alters family structures and 

communication patterns. Fitzpatrick and Koerner’s (2005) Family Communication Patterns 

Theory emphasizes that families develop specific communicative strategies to respond to 

conflict and structural change. In single-mother families, communication patterns must be 

renegotiated, particularly in mother–child relationships and communication with former 

spouses.  

Azizah (2022) finds that single mothers face communicative dilemmas when 

explaining divorce to their children without creating loyalty conflicts or emotional distress. 

Many adopt protective communication strategies, such as filtering information or avoiding 

discussions about the former spouse, to maintain children’s emotional stability. However, these 

strategies may also impose emotional burdens on mothers by constraining personal expression.

Furthermore, communication between former spouses is often characterized by unequal 

power relations, particularly regarding child custody and financial support. Kusumawardani 

(2020) demonstrates that unresolved post-divorce communication conflicts directly affect 

children’s psychological well-being and the quality of caregiving. This underscores that 

post-divorce family communication extends beyond the private sphere and carries broader 
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social and psychological implications. 

2.4 Indonesian Marriage Law and the Vulnerability of Single Mothers 

Marriage in Indonesia is regulated by Law No. 1 of 1974, amended by Law No. 16 of 2019. 

While this legal framework outlines spousal rights and obligations, numerous studies indicate 

persistent gender inequalities in its implementation, particularly in divorce cases. Hidayat 

(2021) highlights weak enforcement mechanisms regarding child support obligations, resulting 

in many court rulings being ineffectively implemented. Consequently, single mothers often bear 

economic burdens unilaterally despite possessing legal entitlements to financial support. 

This reveals a significant gap between normative legal provisions and the lived realities 

of post-divorce women.  

From a legal communication perspective, regulatory weaknesses extend beyond 

legal substance to institutional communication practices. Formal legal language, complex 

procedures, and limited legal assistance discourage many single mothers from asserting their 
rights. Thus, marriage law cannot be detached from institutional communication practices that 
shape women’s access to justice and empowerment (Sarat & Kearns, 1995).  

2.5 Social Stigma, Patriarchal Culture, and Adaptive Strategies 

Patriarchal culture plays a central role in shaping stigma toward post-divorce single mothers in 

Indonesia. Wardani and Pratiwi (2022) show that stigma is often legitimized through religious 
and customary norms that position women as moral guardians of the family. In this context, 
divorce is frequently perceived as women’s failure, regardless of structural inequalities or 

experiences of violence. In response, single mothers develop various adaptive 

communication strategies, including building informal support networks, utilizing religious 

communication as a coping mechanism, and reconstructing self-narratives as independent and 

empowered women. These strategies reflect women’s agency in navigating unequal 

structures, even as their communicative space remains constrained by prevailing social and 

legal norms (United Nations, 2021).  

Based on the literature, the experiences of post-divorce single mothers emerge from a 

complex interaction between gender communication, family dynamics, cultural norms, and 

marriage law. Although prior studies have examined these dimensions separately, few have 

integrated them into a comprehensive analytical framework. This study positions 

communication as a central lens for understanding how gendered power relations and legal 

vulnerabilities are reproduced or negotiated in the everyday lives of single mothers. Through 

a qualitative approach, this research seeks to fill existing gaps by foregrounding single 

mothers’ subjective voices and experiences as active agents rather than passive objects of 

policy or social statistics. Briefly, the relationships among the key concepts in this study can be 

illustrated as follows: 
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Figure 1: Relationships between the key concepts 

 

This study is grounded in the assumption that the experiences of single mothers after divorce 

cannot be understood in a partial or fragmented manner, but rather as the outcome of a complex 
interaction between socio-cultural structures, gender relations, communication practices, and 
the marriage law system. Accordingly, the conceptual framework of this research integrates 

perspectives from gender communication, family sociology, and marriage law to explain how 

vulnerability and adaptive strategies among single mothers are constructed and negotiated in 

everyday life.  

Conceptually, the patriarchal socio-cultural context is positioned as a macro-level 

structure that shapes gender norms, values, and expectations within society. Patriarchal 

values generate social labelling of women, including persistent stigma toward single mothers 

after divorce. This stigma is mediated through symbolic communication practices operating 

within families, communities, and institutions, which may either reinforce or challenge the 

social position of single mothers.  

At the same time, Indonesian marriage law functions as a formal structural 

framework governing spousal relations, child custody, and post-divorce financial obligations. 

However, weaknesses in legal regulation and enforcement mechanisms, particularly 

regarding child support and the protection of women’s civil rights, create a gap between legal 

norms and social realities. This gap undermines the bargaining power of single mothers and 

exacerbates their economic and psychosocial vulnerability.  

Within this framework, gender communication is understood as a key mechanism that 

bridges structure and agency. Communication practices between single mothers and their 
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children, former spouses, extended families, and broader social environments become 

arenas for negotiating gendered power relations. Through communication, single mothers 

construct meanings around divorce, redefine their identities, and manage stigma and conflict 

arising from changes in family status. Furthermore, post-divorce family communication 

practices significantly influence the adaptive strategies and resilience of single mothers, 

particularly in child-rearing, emotional regulation, and the pursuit of social and economic 

support. These adaptive strategies are not homogeneous but are shaped by variations in social 

background, education, family support systems, and awareness of legal rights.  

Thus, the conceptual framework of this study positions the experiences of single 

mothers as the result of dynamic interactions among: 

 

a. Patriarchal socio-cultural structures; 

b. Marriage law regulations and legal practices;  

c. Gender and family communication practices;  

d. Adaptive strategies and empowerment of single mothers after divorce. 
 

This framework enables the study not only to document the vulnerabilities faced by single 

mothers but also to identify spaces of agency and potential pathways for social transformation 

through gender-sensitive legal reform and the strengthening of equitable communication 

practices.  

3.0 RESEARCH DESIGN 

This study employs a qualitative approach with a descriptive–interpretive design to gain an in-

depth understanding of the subjective experiences of single mothers after divorce within the 

context of gender communication and marriage law in Indonesia. A qualitative approach is 

chosen because it allows the researcher to explore meanings, perceptions, and communication 
practices as experienced by the research participants in a contextual and holistic manner, which 
cannot be adequately captured through quantitative measurement alone (Creswell, 2014). The 

descriptive–interpretive design is applied not only to portray the social realities faced by single 

mothers but also to interpret these experiences through the theoretical lenses of gender 

communication, family communication, and marriage law studies, thereby critically revealing 

the power relations and social structures underlying their experiences.  

The study is conducted within the cultural contexts of five regions in East Java 

Province, Indonesia, which represent both urban and semi-urban socio-cultural 

characteristics. The selection of these locations is based on considerations of high divorce 

rates as well as the diversity of social, cultural, and religious backgrounds within the 

communities. This contextual diversity enables the researcher to capture variations in 

single mothers’ experiences in confronting social stigma, navigating post-divorce family 

communication dynamics, and accessing marriage law institutions.  

The research subjects consist of single mothers after divorce who meet the following 

criteria: legally divorced according to formal law, having children under their direct care, 

having lived at least one year in the post-divorce phase, and being willing to share their 

experiences openly. Participants are selected using purposive sampling, with careful 

consideration of the relevance of their experiences to the research focus (Patton, 2015). The 

study involves ten primary participants: single mothers who are considered to have reached 

data saturation, as indicated by the repetition of information and the absence of significant new 

themes.
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Table 1: Socio-demographic characteristics of the participants 

Participant Region Age Occupation Education Religion 

Number 

of 

Children 

Children 

Age 

Range 

Years 

Since 

Divorce 

Living 

Arrangement 

P1 Surabaya 38 
Private 

employee 

Bachelor’s 

Degree 
Islam 2 9–14 5 

Lives with 

children 

P2 Surabaya 35 Online seller 

Senior 

High 

School 

Christianity 1 10 3 
Lives with 

parents 

P3 Pantura 41 Fish trader 

Junior 

High 

School 

Islam 3 7–16 6 

Lives with 

extended 

family 

P4 Pantura 33 
Small shop 

owner 

Senior 

High 

School 

Islam 2 6–11 4 
Lives with 

parents 

P5 Madura 46 
Traditional 

food seller 

Elementary 

School 
Islam 3 12–17 8 

Lives with 

extended 

family 

P6 Madura 39 
Market 

vendor 

Junior 

High 

School 

Islam 2 8–13 5 
Lives with 

parents 

P7 Gresik 34 
Factory 

worker 

Senior 

High 

School 

Islam 1 7 2 
Lives with 

child 

P8 Gresik 37 
Home-based 

tailor 

Senior 

High 

School 

Christianity 2 6–12 4 

Lives with 

extended 

family 

P9 Banyuwangi 29 
Tourism 

worker 
Diploma Hinduism 1 5 2 

Lives with 

parents 

P10 Banyuwangi 42 Herbal trader 

Senior 

High 

School 

Local belief 2 11–15 7 

Lives with 

extended 

family 

 

Table 1 presents the socio-demographic characteristics of the ten participants involved in this 

study. The participants were divorced single mothers from five regions in East Java: Surabaya, 

the northern coastal region of Java (Pantura), Madura, Gresik, and Banyuwangi. Their ages 

ranged from 33 to 41 years old, and they represented diverse occupational backgrounds, 

including formal employment, informal work, small entrepreneurship, and home-based 

businesses. The participants had between one and two children, whose ages ranged from early 

childhood to adolescence. The length of marriage varied from eight to seventeen years, while 

the duration since divorce ranged from two to six years. Most participants lived with their 

children, although several relied on extended family support, particularly in Madura and 

Pantura, reflecting the importance of kinship networks in post-divorce living arrangements.  

The participants in this study are situated within the socio-cultural landscape of East 

Java, Indonesia, a region characterized by strong family orientation, diverse local cultures, and 

deeply rooted religious values. Understanding this context is essential for interpreting the 

communication experiences of divorced single mothers, as parenting practices, marital 

expectations, and post-divorce social positioning are strongly shaped by local cultural norms. 

East Java represents a heterogeneous cultural environment where urban modernity intersects 

with traditional communal values. Participants from Surabaya, the largest metropolitan city in 

the province, generally navigated post-divorce life within a more urbanized and economically 

dynamic environment. Although urban settings offer relatively greater social anonymity, 

divorced women in Surabaya still reported experiencing subtle forms of social judgment 
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regarding their marital status. However, access to employment opportunities and wider social 

networks often provided greater autonomy in rebuilding their lives.  

In contrast, participants from the North Coast of Java (Pantura) and Gresik were 

embedded in coastal trading communities where social relationships are closely intertwined 

with neighbourhood networks and extended family structures. In these environments, divorce 

is often interpreted not only as a private family matter but also as a communal issue that may 

affect social reputation. Consequently, several participants described feeling pressure to 

maintain harmonious communication with their children while simultaneously managing 

community perceptions.  

The Madurese participants experienced an even stronger influence of collectivist 

cultural norms. Madurese society places high value on family honour, religious devotion, and 

respect for elders. Divorce can therefore carry significant moral stigma, particularly for women 

who become the primary caregivers. In such contexts, extended family members often play a 

crucial role in supporting childcare and household responsibilities. At the same time, these 

family structures can influence communication patterns between mothers and children, 

particularly in maintaining respect toward the absent father.  

Meanwhile, participants from Banyuwangi reflected a culturally pluralistic 

environment influenced by Javanese, Balinese, and indigenous traditions. This region is known 

for coexistence of Muslim, Christian, Hindu, and local belief communities. Religious and 

spiritual frameworks often served as important coping mechanisms for single mothers dealing 

with emotional stress and economic challenges after divorce. Participants described relying on 

religious teachings, prayer, and spiritual reflection to guide how they communicated with their 

children about family separation.  

Across these diverse settings, religious values whether Islamic, Christian, Hindu, or 

local spiritual traditions played a significant role in shaping how participants understood 

motherhood, responsibility, and moral guidance. Cultural expectations that mothers must 

remain emotionally strong and morally exemplary influenced how participants managed 

conflict, explained divorce to their children, and maintained family stability. These socio-

cultural contexts provide an important interpretive background for understanding the 

communication patterns, coping strategies, and legal challenges described by participants 

throughout the study.  

All interviews were conducted in Indonesian and local dialects. The interview excerpts 

presented in this article were translated into English by the researcher to ensure readability for 

an international audience while preserving the original meaning of participants’ narratives. 

Data collection is conducted through semi-structured in-depth interviews to explore 

participants’ experiences of divorce, changes in family roles, post-divorce mother–child 

communication practices, communication with former spouses, social responses and stigma, 

and encounters with marriage law institutions. Interviews are conducted both face-to-face and 

online, recorded with participants’ consent, and transcribed verbatim. Data are analysed using 

thematic analysis as developed by Braun and Clarke (2006), following stages of data 

familiarization, initial coding, theme development, theme review and interpretation, and 

the construction of an analytic narrative. Key themes such as social stigma, gendered power 

relations, family communication dynamics, and weaknesses in marriage law are interpreted by 

integrating empirical findings with communication theories and Indonesia’s socio-cultural 

context. Data trustworthiness is ensured through source triangulation, member checking with 

selected participants, and peer debriefing with fellow researchers in communication and 

gender studies to maintain the credibility and consistency of the interpretations. 
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4.0 ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1 Addressing Research Question 1: Cultural Norms, Gender Construction, and Social 

Stigma in Communication 

The findings indicate that divorced single mothers remain embedded within a strong patriarchal 

gender framework. The status of being a “divorcee” is not merely understood as a legal condition 
but as a socially stigmatized identity. Participants described experiences of negative labelling, 
such as being perceived as failures in maintaining marital harmony, viewed as potential moral 

threats, or positioned as parties to be blamed for the dissolution of marriage.  

The findings indicate that moral stigma constitutes the most dominant form of social 

pressure experienced by single mothers. Participants not only faced negative societal 

judgments but also internalised patriarchal norms that position women as primarily responsible 

for the success or failure of a household. In Surabaya, P1 (Muslim) stated: “What I often hear 

is that perhaps I was not patient enough or not capable of serving my husband well.” Similarly, 

P3 from the North Coast of Java (Pantura) noted: “If a woman gets divorced, it means there 

must be something wrong with me.” In Madura, where family honour is culturally salient, P5 

explained: “A divorced woman is seen as bringing shame.” Within a Christian context in 

Surabaya, P2 reflected: “I feel as though I have failed in fulfilling a sacred marriage.” This 

experience illustrates how moral stigma operates through cultural mechanisms that position 

women as guardians of family stability. From a patriarchal theoretical perspective, this 

construction reinforces the disproportionate moral burden placed on women within the family. 

Such norms are also reflected in the cultural contexts of the North Coast of Java and Madura, 

where men continue to be positioned as primary authority figures within family structures.  

At the same time, within religious cultural contexts, whether Islamic, Christian, Hindu 

or local belief traditions in Banyuwangi, marriage is often understood as a sacred institution 

that should ideally be preserved. When divorce occurs, women are more readily associated 

with moral failure. Thus, moral stigma emerges not only from social relations but also from 

cultural and religious interpretations of gender roles within the family.  

In addition to moral stigma, participants experienced social stigma in the form of 

exclusion within their communities. This was particularly evident in communities with strong 

social cohesion, such as in Gresik and the North Coast of Java. P6 (Madura) shared: “I feel 

constantly watched. Even going out at night for a short time becomes a topic of gossip.” P4 

(Pantura) admitted withdrawing from community events: “I often avoid attending community 

gatherings because I am afraid of becoming the subject of gossip.” P5 from Gresik explained: 

“After becoming a single mother, I felt that I was no longer invited to neighbourhood 

gatherings. They seemed to keep their distance.” These findings indicate that social stigma 

extends beyond negative labelling and manifests in practices of social exclusion that limit 

women’s participation in community life. From the perspective of gender performativity 

theory, women are expected to continuously reproduce their roles as wives within 

heteronormative family structures. When this role can no longer be maintained, women’s social 

identities become subject to questioning.  

In the cultural contexts of Madura and the northern coastal regions of Java, strong 

communal solidarity is often accompanied by high levels of social control over individual 

behaviour. As a result, single motherhood may be perceived as a deviation from the ideal family 

norm. This process produces social isolation, reinforcing the marginalisation experienced by 

the participants.  

Across all regions, participants reported unilateral caregiving responsibilities. P8 from 

Gresik stated: “People say that a mother must be strong, so I am not allowed to appear tired.” 

Meanwhile, P9 (Banyuwangi, Hindu) explained: “The father rarely helps, yet people still see 

me as the one responsible for ensuring that everything runs properly.” These findings reveal 
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that caregiving expectations remain gendered regardless of religious background. Even in 

plural cultural contexts such as Banyuwangi, motherhood is constructed as inherently 

sacrificial. Emotional suppression becomes part of gender performance, reinforcing 

psychological strain.  

Economic vulnerability intersects with stigma. P5 (Madura) noted: “My family says 

that I am a burden because they have to help cover my child’s expenses.” P10 (Banyuwangi) 

similarly remarked: “Even though I am working, I am still perceived as needing assistance.” 

Economic assistance from extended families provides short-term stability but generates 

structural dependency and reduced bargaining power. Thus, economic stigma limits autonomy 

and perpetuates unequal relational dynamics. This stigma is not only produced within the 

broader community but also reinforced by extended
 

family members. From a gender 

communication perspective, this condition reflects power relations that position women as 

subordinate and morally responsible for family cohesion, while marital failure is rarely 

attributed to men (Wood, 2015). 

 

Table 2: Categories of social stigma toward single mothers

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These findings align with studies by Suryakusuma (2011), which demonstrate that stigma 

against divorced women is deeply rooted in patriarchal cultural norms prevalent in Southeast 

Asian societies. Gender construction operates as a concrete manifestation of patriarchal 

norms in everyday social life. The study reveals that divorced single mothers experience 

social labelling that reasserts traditional gender role divisions. Women are positioned as 

moral guardians of the family, primary caregivers, and managers of domestic emotions, while 

men’s responsibilities after divorce tend to be socially relaxed. 

Labelling operates through language and social symbols. Participants described 

differential treatment in social interactions, ranging from judgmental gazes and insinuating 

questions to restrictions on social participation. The label “divorcee” functions as a socially 

loaded identity category that is both limiting and stigmatizing. From the perspective of doing 

gender, this condition reflects how gender is continuously enacted and reinforced through social 

interaction (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Moral burden emerges as a direct consequence of this 

gender construction. Single mothers are held responsible not only for childrearing but also for 

preserving their own moral image and that of their families. They are expected to regulate 

behaviour, emotional expression, and communication styles to conform to social 

expectations. This burden generates sustained psychological pressure and constrains 

communicative freedom.  

Drawing on Butler’s (2004) theory of gender performativity, the findings show that 
single mothers are compelled to continuously “perform” the idealized maternal role to achieve 
social acceptance. Failure to meet these expectations results in social sanctions in the form of 

stigma and marginalization. Gender construction also shapes how single mothers interpret their 

divorce experiences. Some participants internalized narratives of failure and self-blame, even 

No. 
Category of 

Stigma 
Forms of Manifestation Impact on Informants 

1. Moral stigma Considered disobedient or failed wives Reduced self-confidence 

2. Social stigma Exclusion from community activities Social isolation 

3. Gender stigma Unequal caregiving burden Psychological pressure 

4. Economic stigma Perceived as a family burden Economic dependency 
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when divorce occurred within unequal or conflict-ridden relationships. This illustrates how 

gender operates hegemonically, shaping individual consciousness without overt coercion 

(Connell, 2005). Furthermore, gender construction structures power relations within 

extended families and communities. Single mothers are often positioned subordinately in 

family decision-making processes, despite bearing primary caregiving responsibilities. This 

confirms that gendered burdens extend beyond symbolic representation and materially affect 

access to resources and social authority. Thus, gender construction functions as a bridge 

between socio-cultural norms and everyday communication practices, explaining how stigma 

becomes moral burden, how domestic roles are reimposed, and how single mothers’ 

experiences are framed within enduring gender inequality.

4.2 Addressing Research Question 2: Family Communication in Post-Divorce Adaptation 

and Child-Rearing Strategies 

Divorce brings significant changes to family communication patterns, particularly between 
mothers and children. Participants reported that post-divorce communication became more 
intense yet emotionally charged. Single mothers assume multiple roles simultaneously as 

primary communicators, emotional educators, and decision-makers. Most of them adopted 

empathetic and protective communication strategies, filtering information about the 

divorce to safeguard children’s psychological well-being. However, limited communication 

literacy and emotional strain often resulted in imbalanced communication practices.  

The study also found that single mothers develop various communication patterns with 

their children as adaptive strategies in response to changing family structures. Protective 

communication emerged as the most common pattern, particularly among informants who 

sought to shield their children from family conflict. P9 (Banyuwangi) stated: “I never told my 

child about the problems with their father. I am afraid they will be burdened by it.” Protective 

communication, characterised by concealing marital conflict, was common in Surabaya and 

Pantura. P1 explained: “I never told them why we separated.” P3 added: “I do not want my 

child to hate their father.” This strategy reflects mothers’ efforts to maintain their children’s 

emotional stability; however, it may simultaneously limit children’s understanding of actual 

family dynamics. From a family communication theory perspective, protective communication 

reflects hierarchical relationships in which parents control the flow of information received by 

children.  

Conversely, some participants adopted more empathic and negotiated communication 

patterns. P3 from Surabaya explained: “I try to gradually explain our family situation to my 

child so that they can understand our condition.” P2 (Christian) shared: “Mom is also sad, and 

if you are sad, we can talk about it together.” P9 from Banyuwangi (Hindu) stated: “It is okay 

if they feel angry or disappointed.” This approach demonstrates that some single mothers 

attempt to build more dialogical communication with their children. Such patterns facilitate 

emotional closeness while enabling children to develop a more open understanding of family 

realities.  

In Madura and Gresik, communication tended to be hierarchical. P5 asserted: “What 

matters is that they continue to respect their father,” while P7 emphasised: “I stress the 

importance of maintaining the family’s reputation.” Such patterns reflect normative obedience 

and discipline-oriented parenting, reinforcing hierarchical relational structures while limiting 

emotional negotiation.  

Nevertheless, some participants demonstrated adaptive negotiation strategies. P4 from 

Pantura explained: “I involve my child in discussions about school decisions,” while P10 from 

Banyuwangi stated: “Family issues are discussed together.” These dialogical approaches 

facilitated shared adaptation, indicating emerging shifts in post-divorce family dynamics.  

From a family communication perspective, this condition reflects the high level of 
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emotional labour imposed on women (Hochschild, 2012). Single mothers are required to manage 

their own emotions while simultaneously regulating their children’s emotional responses in 

complex circumstances. 

 

Table 3: Mother–child communication patterns after divorce 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These findings reinforce Amato’s (2010) assertion that open and empathetic communication in 

post-divorce families is crucial for children’s psychological well-being. Family communication 

after divorce becomes a key arena in which single mothers negotiate roles, identities, and 

power relations. Divorce triggers major shifts in family communication structures and 

functions, particularly in mother–child relations, communication with former spouses, and 

interactions with extended family members. Single mothers become the emotional and 

communicative centre of the family. 

Mother–child communication is characterized by empathetic and protective 

approaches. Mothers tailor messages to children’s developmental stages, often filtering 

information about marital conflict. While protective, this strategy places mothers under intense 

emotional labour (Hochschild, 2012), requiring them to suppress personal emotions while 

maintaining emotional stability for their children. Tensions arise when children begin 

questioning the absence of their fathers. Mothers face dilemmas between openness and 

emotional protection, reflecting the tension between openness and boundary management 

within family systems (Galvin et al., 2018).  

Communication with former spouses tends to be functional and emotionally detached, 

focused primarily on child-related matters but marked by power asymmetries, particularly 

concerning financial support. This imbalance undermines communication quality and 

exacerbates mothers’ emotional burdens.  

Communication with extended families becomes an arena for negotiating identity and 

social legitimacy. Participants described pressure to maintain family reputation and perform 

ideal motherhood. Extended families often act as agents reproducing patriarchal norms, 

implicitly blaming mothers for divorce and monitoring post-divorce behaviour. Within family 

communication systems, communication shifts from relational to strategic. It becomes a tool 

for managing conflict, stigma, and social expectations, rather than solely fostering 

emotional bonds. Single mothers must adopt multiple communication styles such as 

empathetic, assertive, and defensive, depending on the context.  

These findings support Amato’s (2010) who introduced a gendered communication 

lens while extending his work, showing that post-divorce communication burdens 

disproportionately fall on women. Family communication after divorce is therefore not 

gender-neutral but reflects unequal power relations and social expectations. 

 

No. Communication Pattern Characteristics Consequences 

1. Protective Concealing conflict Limited child understanding 

2. Empathetic Emotional validation Emotional closeness 

3. Instructive Discipline-oriented Hierarchical relations 

4. Negotiated Open dialogue Shared adaptation 
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4.3 Addressing Research Question 3: Marriage Law Enforcement, Structural 

Vulnerability, and Women’s Empowerment 

Divorced single mothers face dual burdens: economic responsibility and child caregiving. 

These burdens are both material and symbolic, as women are still expected to fulfil domestic 

roles optimally. Family support, particularly in the form of childcare assistance, emerged as a 

central survival strategy among participants. However, this support was often accompanied by 

limitations in the form of dependency and reduced autonomy.  

In Madura, where extended family ties are culturally strong, P5 returned to live with 

her parents: “My child is cared for alternately by my mother when I am working.” While this 

arrangement provides practical support, it also creates economic dependency and limits 

independent decision-making: “Sometimes I feel uncomfortable making decisions on my 

own.” Similarly, P3 from the North Coast of Java (Pantura) relied on her sister for childcare: 

“When something urgent comes up, my sister looks after my child.” However, she perceived 

her social position within the extended family as weakened, as she was seen as “becoming 

dependent again.” In Banyuwangi, which reflects a more communal cultural context, P9 noted: 

“My family helps, but I still feel hesitant because I am seen as not yet independent.” Thus, 

while family support provides essential assistance, it simultaneously reproduces unequal power 

relations within the family structure.  

Social networks, particularly in the form of single-mother communities, function as 

sources of emotional support, although access to such networks remains uneven. P1 from 

Surabaya joined an online single-mother community: “I feel more heard in that community 

because we share similar experiences.” This network provides emotional validation; however, 

access is uneven and tends to favour those with higher digital literacy. P2 from Surabaya 

(Christian) reported support from a church-based community: “At the church, there are small 

groups where we support one another.” Nevertheless, she acknowledged that not all single 

mothers have access to such supportive environments. In contrast, P7 from Gresik stated: “In 

my area, there is no specific community for single mothers.” This limitation indicates that 

support often depends on informal social relations rather than structured networks.  

Participants adopted flexible work strategies to balance caregiving responsibilities, 

although such adaptations often entail economic risks. P8 from Gresik chose part-time 

employment: “I deliberately chose a job with flexible hours.” However, this resulted in unstable 

income. Similarly, P10 from Banyuwangi initiated a home-based small business: “I sell from 

home so that I can still supervise my child.” While this strategy offers flexibility, it carries high 

economic risk due to reliance on local market conditions. P6 (Madura) reduced her formal 

working hours: “I prefer to stay closer to my child, even though my income decreases.” Such 

choices prioritise caregiving but increase long-term economic vulnerability.  

Spirituality emerged as a dominant form of personal coping, contributing to emotional 

resilience but remaining limited in addressing structural inequalities. P4 from Pantura relied on 

religious practices: “I attend Quranic recitations more often so that I can feel at peace.” 

Similarly, P1 from Surabaya stated: “I feel that only prayer keeps me strong.” P2 (Christian, 

Surabaya) described a similar approach: “I pray a lot and seek spiritual counselling.” 

Meanwhile, P9 (Hindu, Banyuwangi) shared: “I participate in religious rituals to feel calmer.” 

These spirituality-based strategies contribute to psychological recovery and self-acceptance. 

However, they remain individualised and do not address structural issues such as economic 

inequality, legal barriers, and social stigma.  

This experience indicates that spirituality plays a significant role as a personal coping 

mechanism. In religious societies such as those in East Java, religious practices function not 

only as expressions of faith but also as sources of psychological resilience. However, 

spirituality-based strategies are inherently individual and do not always address the structural 

vulnerabilities faced by single mothers. Therefore, while spirituality strengthens personal 
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resilience, social support and institutional policies remain essential in reducing the inequalities 

experienced by this group.  

Participants adopted adaptation strategies including strengthening informal social 

networks, relying on immediate family support, and adjusting communication practices in 

workplaces and communities. However, limited structural support renders these strategies 

temporary and fragile. 

 

Table 4: Single mothers’ adaptation strategies 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From a gender communication perspective, these strategies illustrate women’s negotiation with 

unequal social structures (Butler, 2004). The dual burden emerges as one of the most 

prominent sub-findings. Single mothers simultaneously serve as primary caregivers and 

breadwinners without adequate structural support. This burden is economic, emotional, and 

communicative, as mothers must constantly negotiate roles across social spaces.  

Caregiving demands are emotionally intensive. Mothers assuming layered roles as 

emotional support, disciplinarian, and authority figure often leads to emotional exhaustion. 

Economic responsibility forces adaptive workplace communication, flexibility, and, at times, 

exposure to workplace stigma, reflecting Hochschild’s (2012) concept of the second shift. 

Survival strategies rely heavily on informal networks, which function as alternative 
communicative spaces for emotional validation and practical information exchange. However, 

dependence on informal networks also highlights weak institutional support. Also, religious 

and cultural coping strategies help reframe divorce as a life trial, fostering resilience (Giddens, 

1984), yet these strategies remain individual rather than structural solutions. Thus, adaptation 

strategies represent temporary negotiations within unequal structures rather than lasting 

solutions. Dual burdens must be understood as structural gender issues requiring policy and 

cultural interventions.  

Beyond structural limitations in marriage law enforcement, the findings further reveal 

that single mothers’ experiences are profoundly shaped by their everyday interactions with 

legal institutions. These interactions are not merely procedural but inherently communicative, 

involving processes of interpretation, negotiation, and meaning-making within the legal 

system. A key finding highlights single mothers’ weak bargaining position in this 

communicative space, as informants described legal processes as formalistic, lacking empathy, 

and insufficiently responsive to women’s lived experiences. Consequently, understanding how 

single mothers experience communication within the marriage law system becomes crucial for 

explaining how legal structures are perceived, accessed, and enacted in practice.  

The findings also reveal that participants encountered various barriers in accessing legal 

protection, particularly regarding child support enforcement and post-divorce administrative 

procedures. P1 from Surabaya stated: “There is already a court ruling regarding child support, 

but it has never been implemented.” Procedural complexity restricts access to rights, 

No. Strategy Practical Form Limitation 

1. Family support Childcare assistance Dependency 

2. Social networks Single-mother communities Uneven access 

3. Work adaptation Flexible schedules Economic risk 

4. Personal coping Spiritual practices Non-systemic 
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particularly for working single mothers. Participants consistently reported weak enforcement 

mechanisms: “There is a ruling, but its implementation is inconsistent.” Minimal enforcement 

consequences reinforced inequality. P8 noted: “There are no strict sanctions.” Without 

deterrent mechanisms, legal obligations lose practical authority. Participants also experienced 

legal language as inaccessible. P4 stated: “The language is very formal; I do not understand it.” 

Legalistic communication creates symbolic distance between citizens and the justice system, 

producing legal alienation.  

The majority of participants revealed that court rulings regarding child support are not 

consistently enforced by former husbands. Although formal legal decisions exist, their 

implementation largely depends on individual willingness, in the absence of strong 

enforcement mechanisms. P1 (Surabaya) stated: “The court has determined the amount of 

monthly child support, but in reality, it is not paid regularly. Sometimes it is given, sometimes 

not at all.” A similar concern was expressed by P7 (Gresik): “Legally, there is a ruling, but 

there are no firm actions if he does not comply. So, he simply ignores it.” In Madura, cultural 

factors also shape responses to this condition. P5 explained: “I actually want to claim my 

child’s rights, but I feel uncomfortable repeatedly asking for it. I am afraid of being seen as 

embarrassing my ex-husband.” Meanwhile, P3 (Pantura) added: “If I demand it too often, it 

will be seen as prolonging the conflict. So, I just accept whatever he can provide.” P9 

(Banyuwangi) emphasised its direct impact on daily life: “In the end, I have to manage 

everything on my own. Even though there is already a court decision, but it is still unreliable.” 

These findings indicate a gap between legal rulings and their practical implementation, 

resulting in single mothers bearing economic responsibilities independently.  

Beyond issues of non-compliance, participants also expressed reluctance to pursue 

further legal action regarding child support enforcement due to the perceived complexity of 

legal procedures. P2 (Surabaya) stated: “The process is very complicated, with many 

documents that need to be handled. I also do not fully understand the procedures.” P4 (Pantura) 

described difficulties in understanding legal language: “When I was in court, I did not 

understand the terms. The language was too formal and difficult to follow.” P8 (Gresik) 

highlighted time constraints: “I once considered pursuing it again, but the process takes too 

long. Meanwhile, I have to work and take care of my child.” Meanwhile, P6 (Madura) chose 

not to continue the process: “I prefer to focus on working rather than dealing with a legal 

process that has an uncertain outcome.” In Banyuwangi, P10 pointed to a perceived distance 

between society and legal institutions: “It feels like the law is distant from our everyday lives. 

It is not as accessible as people imagine.” Interestingly, several participants faced not only 

technical barriers but also social dilemmas in claiming their legal rights. P3 (Pantura) stated: 

“I know it is my right, but I still have to consider what people will say. I cannot rely solely on 

legal reasoning.” P5 (Madura) added: “Sometimes it is better to remain silent than to be seen 

as escalating the situation, even though I am actually disadvantaged.” These findings suggest 

that the decision not to pursue legal action is not merely due to a lack of knowledge, but is also 

shaped by social and cultural considerations.  

This case reflects weak enforcement mechanisms within the family law system. From 

a legal communication perspective, the use of highly formalised legal language and complex 

administrative procedures often creates a distance between the legal system and the public. As 

a result, many single mothers experience what may be termed legal alienation, a condition in 

which individuals formally possess legal rights but face significant barriers in accessing them 

in practice. In this context, the lack of gender sensitivity in legal practices further exacerbates 

the economic and social vulnerabilities experienced by the participants.  

Based on the experiences of these ten participants, it can be concluded that the practice 

of marriage law in Indonesia, particularly regarding child support, faces several main 

challenges: (1) The absence of strong enforcement mechanisms, resulting in non-compliance 
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by former husbands despite existing legal rulings; (2) Complex and non-communicative legal 

procedures, which discourage single mothers from accessing justice; and (3) Social and cultural 

normative pressures, which limit women’s willingness to claim their legal rights. These factors 

interact to create a condition in which the law is formally present but, in practice, remains only 

partially accessible and utilisable for women after divorce. Key issues include weak 

enforcement of child support, limited legal assistance, and gender-insensitive legal 

communication, reflecting a gap between legal norms and social realities (Merry, 2016). 

 

Table 5: Weaknesses of marriage law from participants’ perspectives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Communication with legal institutions as religious courts, law enforcement, and administrative 

bodies emerge as gendered arenas marked by hierarchy and inaccessibility. Despite court 

rulings, child support enforcement remains weak, forcing mothers into repeated negotiations 

with former spouses, reinforcing power asymmetries. Legal language further excludes 

women, creating communicative exclusion (Ewick & Silbey, 1998). Implicit gender bias 

persists, with women framed as disruptors of family stability, reflecting 30 patriarchal 

assumptions embedded in marriage law (Smart, 2002). From a critical communication 

perspective, law produces social meanings that marginalize women’s lived experiences.  

These findings underscore the need for marriage law reform that is not only 

normative but communicative that features inclusive legal language, empathetic mediation, and 

enforcement mechanisms prioritizing mothers and children. The structural limitations discussed 

above extend beyond legal and economic dimensions and significantly shape the psychosocial 

well-being of single mothers. These conditions illustrate how institutional constraints are 

experienced at the individual level, producing cumulative emotional and psychological 

consequences.  

Social stigma, dual burdens, and legal weaknesses significantly shape single mothers’ 

psychosocial well-being. Participants reported anxiety, emotional exhaustion, and social 

insecurity. At the same time, these experiences foster forms of resilience and situated 

empowerment through gender awareness, adaptive communication practices, and participation 

in support communities. In this sense, single mothers should not be viewed merely as passive 

victims but as active agents who continuously negotiate structural constraints, in line with 

Anthony Giddens’ notion of agency within structure (Giddens, 1984).  

Building on the conceptual framework, these psychosocial experiences can be 

understood as the outcome of a layered structural process. At the macro level, patriarchal socio-

cultural norms shape gender constructions that position women as morally responsible for 

family stability. As reflected in the findings, stigma operates not only as external labelling but 

also as internalised self-perception, reinforcing what Goffman (1963) conceptualises as a 

process that restructures both identity and social interaction. This process is further intensified 

by unequal gender power relations, as theorised by Connell (2005). The expectation that 

No. Legal Aspect Problem Impact 

1. Child support Weak enforcement Economic vulnerability 

2. Civil rights Complex procedures Limited access 

3. Enforcement Minimal sanctions Legal injustice 

4. Legal communication Legalistic language Legal alienation 
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women must embody patience, sacrifice, and emotional resilience reflects the persistence of 

hegemonic gender norms. In this context, single mothers are required to perform socially 

acceptable femininity even under conditions of structural disadvantage.  

Moreover, the concept of gender performativity proposed by Butler (1990) provides a 

useful lens to interpret how single mothers “perform” strength and composure in both public 

and private spheres. As reflected in the data, such performances function simultaneously as 

adaptive strategies and mechanisms of emotional repression. Single mothers present 

themselves as resilient not solely out of personal choice, but as a response to hegemonic social 

expectations that discourage the expression of vulnerability.  

At the institutional level, the Indonesian marriage law framework plays a critical role 

in shaping psychosocial outcomes. Although legal provisions formally guarantee rights such 

as child support, weak enforcement mechanisms, procedural complexity, and inaccessible legal 

communication contribute to structural disempowerment. This aligns with socio-legal 

perspectives that conceptualise law as a communicative system that both reflects and 

reproduces power relations (Giddens, 1984; Sarat & Kearns, 1995).  

As a result, the intersection of patriarchal norms, gendered expectations, and legal 

limitations produces cumulative psychosocial pressures. Economic insecurity, particularly due 

to inconsistent child support, generates chronic stress and psychological overload, consistent 

with the stress process model developed by Pearlin et al. (2005). These pressures are prolonged 

and cumulative, often leading to emotional exhaustion and reduced well-being over time.  

From a communication perspective, these structural conditions directly influence 

family communication patterns. Many single mothers adopt protective or defensive 

communication styles, limiting emotional expression to maintain stability and avoid stigma. 

However, this often reduces opportunities for social support and open dialogue, reinforcing 

isolation. The impact extends to children, indicating that post-divorce vulnerability is 

intergenerational in nature.  

Importantly, these findings reposition divorce not merely as a private matter but as a 

structural communication phenomenon. Communication becomes a site where meaning, 

power, and inequality are negotiated, linking family communication patterns with broader 

socio-legal structures. As highlighted in the revised analytical approach, this study integrates 

family communication theory (Fitzpatrick & Koerner, 2004) with socio-legal perspectives to 

demonstrate how institutional constraints and interpersonal communication are mutually 

constitutive.  

Furthermore, the psychosocial pressures experienced by single mothers are cumulative 

and persistent. When social stigma is not balanced by adequate institutional support, single 

mothers become particularly vulnerable to long-term stress and chronic emotional exhaustion. 

This condition affects not only mental health but also caregiving capacity. Over time, 

prolonged stress may develop into more severe conditions such as depression or anxiety, which 

often remain under-recognised within social and health systems.  

From a gender communication perspective, this situation reflects an unequal 

distribution of emotional and social burdens. Single mothers are expected to maintain an 

idealised maternal role that is characterised by patience, self-sacrifice, and resilience without 

sufficient space to express vulnerability. This creates a communicative paradox: women are 

symbolically encouraged to appear strong, while structurally denied adequate protection and 

support. Consequently, emotional expression is frequently suppressed and internalised.  

Despite these constraints, single mothers demonstrate significant adaptive capacity. 

Through communication strategies, social networking, and spiritual coping, they construct 

forms of everyday empowerment. However, such empowerment remains largely adaptive 

rather than transformative, as it does not fundamentally challenge the structural roots of 

inequality.  
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Therefore, psychosocial impacts should be understood not as individual failures, but as 

the consequences of structural injustice. Approaches that focus solely on personal resilience 

risk normalising women’s suffering while overlooking the need for systemic change. 

Meaningful empowerment requires not only strengthening individual capacity but also 

transforming the socio-cultural and legal structures that produce inequality. 

5.0 CONCLUSION 

This study demonstrates that the experiences of single mothers after divorce in Indonesia 

constitute a multidimensional phenomenon that cannot be understood solely within the 

framework of family relations. These experiences are shaped by a complex interaction between 

patriarchal socio-cultural norms, unequal gender constructions, post-divorce family 
communication patterns, and marriage law practices and legal language that remain 
insufficiently gender-sensitive. By employing a gender communication perspective and 

qualitative analysis grounded in the participants’ lived experiences, this study confirms 

that communication functions as a primary arena where meanings, stigma, and power relations 

are both produced and negotiated.  

The findings also reveal that patriarchal socio-cultural norms continue to strongly 

frame the meaning of divorce and the social status of single mothers. Single mothers frequently 

encounter negative labelling, moral surveillance, and excessive social expectations in both 

public and private spheres. This stigma not only influences how society perceives single 

mothers but also shapes how they understand themselves and manage communication within 

their families. In this context, gender communication is not neutral; rather, it operates as a 

symbolic mechanism that reproduces inequality and reinforces the marginalization of women 

after divorce.  

This study also shows that family communication patterns undergo significant 

changes following divorce. Single mothers occupy a central position as the primary 

managers of emotional communication, caregiving, and the psychological stability of 

their children. Mother–child communication tends to be protective and empathetic but is often 

burdened by emotional strain and unequal responsibilities. Meanwhile, communication with 

former spouses and extended family members is frequently marked by latent conflict, 

emotional distance, or even communication breakdown, which ultimately affects the 

psychosocial well-being of both single mothers and their children. These findings highlight 

that divorce is not merely a legal event but an ongoing communicative process.  

From a structural perspective, the study underscores the weaknesses in 

communication between single mothers and the marriage law system. Regulations concerning 

child support, civil rights, and post-divorce protection are often not accompanied by effective 

enforcement mechanisms or accessible legal communication. Formalistic legal language, 

bureaucratic procedures, and limited access to legal assistance place single mothers in a 

disadvantaged bargaining position. In practice, the law has not fully functioned as a protective 

instrument but has instead become an additional source of vulnerability for women after 

divorce.  

Nevertheless, this study also identifies dynamics of resilience and empowerment among 

single mothers. Amid social, economic, and legal pressures, single mothers develop 

adaptive strategies through increased gender awareness, more reflective communication 

practices, and participation in social networks and community support systems. This process 

demonstrates that single mothers are not merely passive victims of unequal social structures but 

active agents capable of negotiating identity, meaning, and social roles in their post-divorce 

lives. Such resilience constitutes an important form of social capital for strengthening 

women’s empowerment at both family and community levels.  

Theoretically, this study contributes to the field of communication studies by 
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integrating perspectives of gender communication, family communication, and legal 

communication within a single thematic analytical framework. It expands the understanding of 

communication not only as an interpersonal process but also as a social practice deeply 

embedded in cultural structures and legal systems. In doing so, this research enriches 

communication scholarship in the Nusantara context, where interdisciplinary studies on single 

motherhood remain relatively limited.  

From a practical and policy perspective, the findings emphasize the urgency of gender-

sensitive reform in marriage law, particularly regarding the enforcement of child support 

obligations, the protection of women’s civil rights, and the simplification of legal 

communication. Furthermore, strengthening empathetic communication literacy within 

families, educational institutions, and communities is essential to reducing stigma and 

improving the psychosocial well-being of single mothers. Communication-based family and 

community interventions can serve as strategic approaches to fostering social acceptance and 

advancing gender justice.  

This study is limited by its geographical scope and number of participants, and 

therefore its findings are not intended for statistical generalization. However, the depth of the 

qualitative data allows for analytical generalization that is relevant to the Indonesian 

socio-cultural context. Future research is encouraged to explore the perspectives of children, 

single fathers, and the role of media and digital communication in shaping social narratives 

about divorce and family life. Through such efforts, communication studies can continue to 

contribute to the development of more just, inclusive, and gender-equitable social and legal 

systems. 
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