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IN MEMORY OF MY

WONDERFUL MOTHER,

SYLVIA MADRAZO.

— C . H .
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INTRODUCTION

We stood in the courtroom, my teenage daughter and I, staring up at the judge seated on his bench high above us. The year was 1970 and my daughter was the reason we were there—unbeknownst to me, she had planted marijuana in my rose garden. A neighbor child had stolen a plant and taken it home, where his mother promptly discovered it and reported us to the police. Our whole family was charged with possession of an illegal drug. After hearing my testimony, the judge peered over at me reproachfully and ordered, “Mother, get your act together.”

“Me?” I blurted out. “She planted it!” Stung and humiliated, I was furious at the judge for his unfair assumptions. But I should have thanked him, for in that moment a mother’s advocate was born.

At the time the judge issued his sage advice, I was the mother of five teenagers. I was a Boy Scout troop mother, carpool driver, housekeeper for a ten-room house, breeder of collies, and I held a straight-A average in the college courses I was taking during the day when my kids were in school. My “act” was together. It was my daughter’s actions that were the problem. Yet I was admonished and publicly embarrassed, especially after the local newspaper ran the story—complete with a photo of my rose garden.

In retrospect it’s humorous, but back then I felt utterly shamed. Our lawyer was able to get the charges dropped because our privacy had been invaded, but the incident stayed with me. I vowed that when I had completed my education and my youngsters were out on their own, I’d try in my own small way to stage a mother’s revolt. Despite what the judge and most of the psychiatric community preached, I knew one simple truth: It’s not all Mom’s fault. We mothers share responsibility for our children’s upbringing with our husbands, extended families, and with the society and era in which they grow up. Perhaps most important, our children are individuals. We cannot control their actions or create their personalities. All we can do is try our best to raise them and love them well.

When my children were grown, I did complete my education, eventually earning a Ph.D. in Psychology. I’ve been in practice for twenty-five years now, and one of my main focuses has been mothers and their adult daughters. Far too many of the rebellious girls from the 1960s and ’70s—my weed-growing daughter’s comrades in spirit—grew up to be angry, unhappy women, and too many of their mothers still wrestle with guilt. Fifteen or twenty years later, they are still wondering where they failed their daughters, what they did wrong. It’s no surprise they blame themselves: for the past thirty years, most psychologists have held Mom responsible for her child’s personality. Our daughters, often at the urging of their therapists, reason that their unhappiness has been caused by a bad childhood—which basically translates to bad mothering. No one has been there to speak up for Mom, and I am determined to do so. I am on a mission to regain for Mother some of the respect she deserves.

In private sessions and mothers’ support groups, I have tried to instill in these mothers, who are now in their fifties, sixties, and seventies, a sense of self-confidence and perspective. I’ve worked with daughters, mothers, and both together; I’ve given seminars and workshops; I speak wherever they’ll have me in order to spread my message: Mothers and daughters are individuals. The bond between them is sacred and indestructible, but they are still individuals, each responsible for their own actions and fate. By acknowledging this individuality, accepting responsibility for themselves, and respecting each other as adults and equals, mothers and daughters can work through their old resentments and build a new kind of relationship together.

In 1996, the Los Angeles Times ran a story about one of my support groups, Mothers of Difficult Daughters. Suzanne Wickham-Beaird, West Coast editor of Villard Books, saw the story and approached me about doing this book. It’s based on my experiences counseling moms and daughters, interviews with many women, my reading of every book in print on the subject of mothers and daughters, and countless hours spent comparing notes with other professionals.

The book categorizes difficult daughters according to types—dependent, dissatisfied, and distant—but in real life, personality traits are not so distinct. Types overlap and problems are multilayered, which is why it’s essential to read the whole book from beginning to end, no matter what main category your daughter falls into. Otherwise you’ll miss important concepts and lose the philosophical thread of the book. Read it all the way through, then reread. Make notes and underline key passages.

We’ve tried to write a book that’s down-to-earth and free of psychological jargon, because we want you to absorb the message. There are tales of humor and woe in these pages, and there’s a lot of hard work to be done. As mothers and daughters both know, there is no bond more intimate than the one they share. It’s samesex, it lasts a lifetime, and it can be intensely rewarding or brutally painful. When a relationship this profound goes awry, it takes effort to get it back on track. But time, compassion, and the solutions offered here can take you and your daughter to new levels of understanding and friendship. I’ve seen it happen scores of times in my own practice, and it can happen for you, too. Never give up hope!

—DR. CHARNEY HERST



PART ONE
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MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS,
IN IT FOR THE LONG RUN
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CHAPTER ONE
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What Did I Do Wrong?
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I remember driving my daughter to ballet class and baking tray upon tray of chocolate-chip cookies for her Brownie troop. I chauffeured her to piano lessons, tap dance, swimming, art class, modeling school … am I leaving anything out? Oh yes: I didn’t allow her to camp out at the beach when she was in ninth grade. She still brings it up, as if this were some form of child abuse.

— Liddy, age fifty-four



EVERY WOMAN HAS A MOTHER STORY. IF YOU BEGIN A sentence with the words, “My mother—,” nine times out of ten the person you’re talking to will jump in before you’re finished, anxious to tell you about her mother. Mom was too pushy, or too weak. She was demanding, or neglectful. Mom loved me too much, or too little. That’s why I’m so messed up.

Bookstores are stuffed with tomes offering advice to damaged daughters; therapists’ couches sag with the weight of grumpy “adult children.” In the therapy-happy 1970s and ’80s, women were encouraged to view their mothers as nearly godlike, wielding awesome power over their daughter’s self-esteem and happiness. In the 1990s, mothers are still being blamed for everything that’s gone wrong in their grown daughters’ lives. But where is the other side of the story? Where are the mothers’ voices?

Their stories are in my office—and in this book.

For twenty-five years I’ve been counseling mothers and their grown daughters, trying to bring together women who see each other as rivals, martyrs, or manipulators, but rarely as equals. I’ve listened to hundreds of daughters complain (often rightfully) about their mothers’ unreasonable or unkind behavior. But at the same time I’ve gotten a firsthand look at the current generation of daughters, and the picture is not encouraging.

Our daughters’ expectations are grand: Shouldn’t Mom always be there for me, no matter how old I am? Shouldn’t she accept me unconditionally? Shouldn’t she put my needs before hers?

Our daughters’ assumptions are naïve: Moms naturally know how to raise children. Moms don’t have problems. Moms love to take care of other people.

Our daughters’ memories are long: Why did you make me wear orthopedic shoes in the fifth grade? Why did you take my hamster back to the pet store? Why did you throw out my favorite pair of overalls?

Mothers, for the most part, are angry and baffled. “Why can’t my daughter grow up and get over it?” they ask me. And yes, many daughters do seem to cling to their victim status, even if it means sacrificing a closeness that both mother and daughter genuinely desire.

Family Secrets
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When I first decided to become a therapist in 1973, I was already sensitive to the subject of mothers and daughters. At the time I was struggling with five teenagers, each enthralled by the counterculture of the 1960s. My three daughters provided “challenges” ranging from the mundane to the spectacular, so before I ever entered the university I had already looked to the experts for advice. I was painfully aware of their views on childhood development: any problems a child might have—autism, homosexuality, schizophrenia, lags in development, learning disabilities, acting out—were the mother’s fault. According to the professionals, my mothering was at the root of my daughters’ angry rebelliousness. The influence of the sixties, the widespread use of drugs, the confusing sexual mores, and even the fact that their father had died when the girls were young, all paled in comparison, supposedly, to my influence on them.

In those days, having problems with your children was shameful. You kept it a secret, especially if you were an aspiring psychologist. Who would go to a therapist who couldn’t raise healthy kids? So I stayed quiet and did my own research, trying to cobble together a way to deal with the furor that raged in our household. For some reason, I knew instinctively that I wasn’t solely to blame, no matter what the psychology books said. I hadn’t been a perfect parent, but I loved my children with all my heart and told them so. There was always food on the table, warmth in the house, loving support, and an opportunity to talk. I knew in my soul that I’d been a good mom, and whatever mistakes I might have made, they didn’t add up to the problems I was now having with the girls.

One day when I was in graduate school I decided to get brave. I had been in group therapy for about a year, a required part of the graduate program in clinical psychology. In that year I had never once mentioned that I was struggling with my daughters; I was far too embarrassed. Now I trusted the group enough to reveal my secret and perhaps get some empathy or suggestions from them.

“I’ve been having a lot of trouble with my girls,” I confessed, and mentioned a recent episode where one of my daughters had been caught with drugs.

In an instant, the group turned on me. “You must have neglected your daughters,” one women declared.

“I love my daughters,” I protested. “I’ve done everything I could for them.”

“You must have caused this problem somehow,” another student chimed in. “What did you do wrong? Did you really want children?”

And so it went that day, as one group member after another offered an opinion about my inadequacy, my “hidden rage,” my errors. Sure, they diagnosed my situation from a psychoanalytic stance using all the latest terminology, but I was brutalized just the same. I felt abandoned and attacked. The group leader, who was the only one who had known about my problems, stood silently by and let them jump me.

Later I confronted him: “Why didn’t you defend me?” He admitted I was right—he should have intervened. That he didn’t is just one small example of the pressure everyone felt to toe the psychology line and blame Mother for her child’s behavior.

Help for Moms Like Me
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The daughter with whom I had the most trouble back then is now an adult. She’s my most caring and dutiful child; I hear from her more often than any of my other children, and she plans every family celebration. Time and love, plus a lot of effort on both sides, changed my angry, uncontrollable girl into a well-adjusted woman and delightful companion.

In the first few years of my practice, I acted on faith that this would eventually occur. As I worked on my relationships with my own daughters, I carefully charted the case histories of the mothers and daughters who were my clients. Although my practice was not—and still is not—limited to mothers and daughters, theirs were the most compelling stories, the ones I really took to heart. I wanted to help both mothers and daughters, but over time I became more focused on the mothers’ points of view. For one thing, mothers had nobody in their corner. The literature and research all came from the daughters’ perspective. Someone had to take the mothers’ side, and since I had lived through it myself, I was eager to be that person. These moms needed a visible, vocal advocate, and I’ve become that.

As the years passed and my practice grew, I began to notice that the troubled mother-daughter relationships seemed to fall across a continuum. At one end were the dependent daughters, whose lives and identities were so enmeshed with their mothers’ that both women felt smothered and furious at the other. At the opposite end were the distant daughters, who rejected everything about their mothers, often refusing to visit or even telephone them. In between were less extreme cases, mothers and daughters who were still talking to each other but who both felt unhappy with the relationship. I call the daughters in this group dissatisfied daughters. Nothing ever seems to go right for them; they’re always irritable, unhappy, and disagreeable, and their mothers spend hours each day listening to their complaints and trying to solve their problems.

In this book, I’m going to share with you the techniques I’ve developed for mothers of difficult daughters. With these methods, you’ll be able to reshape your relationship with your grown daughter, starting today. I’ll help you discover the reasons why things have gone wrong between the two of you, beginning with an honest look at your expectations and hers. I’ll reveal the insights I’ve gleaned from hundreds of hours counseling moms and daughters. Through exercises and case histories, you may finally understand why your daughter can’t seem to let go of you, or why you can’t fix her unhappiness, or why she still feels betrayed by events that occurred decades ago. But understanding is only half the solution—you’ll also get the tools to reconnect with your daughter and try to build a new, more realistic, more loving relationship with her.

No matter what type of daughter you have—dependent, dissatisfied, or distant—or how tense your relationship has become, there is an excellent chance you can turn things around. My methods have worked for hundreds of women, and they can work for you, too. As I tell the distraught mothers who seek my help each week, “Never, never stop trying. Where’s there’s love, there’s hope.”

The Myths of Motherhood
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The mothers and daughters I counsel come in every shape, age, and color. Within the dependent, dissatisfied, and distant groups there are, of course, dozens of variations. So I was more than a little surprised to realize, after studying them for several years, that these diverse pairs all had one thing in common: The daughters and mothers all had bought into the myth of the perfect mom.

Most mothers and daughters unconsciously assume that somewhere, in some far-off, white clapboard house, there lives a perfect family. In that family, Mom behaves the way a good mother should. Her ideal code of behavior is seldom spelled out, but here are some of her supposed attributes, gathered from the women I’ve counseled.


Mothers are always available.

Mothers are forever generous.

Mothers are always supportive.

Mothers are unconditionally accepting.

Mothers do not have problems of their own.

Mothers do not get angry.

Mothers do not complain.

Mothers are an endless source of nurturance.

Mothers naturally know how to raise children.

Mothers always put their child’s needs first, no matter how old the child.

Mothers are always strong.



It sounds like a tough job description when it’s set down in black and white. But not only do daughters believe their mothers should meet these standards; most of the mothers agree! Show them this list, and they’d deny it. But when a mom confides to me a specific problem with her daughter, she’ll reflexively revert to self-blame: she wasn’t supportive enough, calm enough, insightful enough. In the end, most mothers are still trying to be the faultless, flawless, perfect mom. They are unable to accept themselves as is.

“Saint Mom” Is a Recent Invention
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Mothers weren’t always held to such unrealistic standards. For most of human history, childrearing was far less romantic. Women of the upper classes usually foisted their children off on wet nurses and nannies, then shipped them to boarding schools when they reached puberty (if not sooner). An article in The Journal of the American Medical Association in 1896 bemoaned the fact that upper-class ladies didn’t want to become mothers at all—motherhood got in the way of their partying. Divorce rates were soaring, claimed the article, because husbands found themselves “bound to women to whom sexual relations are repugnant, whose horror of maternity is overpowering.”

Working-class women, meanwhile, struggled with the arduous job of running a household, which in those days required the energy of an army commander. These moms had little time for “coddling” a child. One mother, who lived in Minnesota in the 1870s, described in her diary a typical day. She woke early and “baked six loaves of bread. Made a kettle of mush and have now a suet pudding and beef boiling … I have managed to put my clothes away and set my house in order.… Nine o’clock P.M. was delivered of another son.” Back then, mothers bore many children, each of whom was expected to pull his or her weight.

I’m not suggesting that children were better off being sent to boarding school or vying with seven siblings for their mother’s attention. On the surface, intense devotion from Mom would seem to be a better way, one that ought to produce confident, happy children. But the stream of disgruntled, resentful daughters who accompany their mothers into my office implies otherwise. Were “adult children” this troubled a century ago? I have no way of knowing, nor can I guess how content these grown sons and daughters were compared to today’s adults. I do know that in the 1800s neither upper- nor working-class mothers spent their lives hovering over their children, yet mothers were respected far more at that time than they are today.

Whatever Happened to “Honor Thy Mother”?
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As little as fifty years ago, mothers were admired as hard-working, indispensable heads of the household. Even if you weren’t especially fond of your mother, you honored her, as the Old Testament decreed. That sort of respect has all but vanished. As we’ve demanded more of Mother, and as psychologists have insisted that she alone can make or break us, our regard for her has plummeted. Why?

One reason might be that we would resent anyone who held that much control over us. We’d try to knock her down, to undercut her power. The best way to do this is to make fun of her. Books, films, TV programs, popular songs, and advertising are filled with unflattering images of Mom the meddler, Mom the manipulator, Mom the eagle-eyed critic. The thread running through all of it is Mom’s power—even the most wizened Jewish mother has the ability to undo her lawyer-daughter or CEO-son by commenting on her weight or his girlfriend. Mom wields her power mercilessly, but at the same time she’s a petty character, someone who has nothing better to do with her time than nose in on her children’s business.

The guffaws at Mom’s expense are not limited to the media. I see it in everyday life, too: daughters are prone to giving their moms cutesy nicknames such as “Chubs,” designed to take her down a notch or two. They poke fun at her hairstyle (“Maybe you’ll change it sometime this decade”), her clothes (“Ma! Didn’t you wear that to my ninth-grade recital?”), her friends, her food, her memory loss. Their feelings for their mothers are a mixture of loving tolerance and disappointment that she didn’t live up to their idealized standard of the perfect mom. Add to that their suspicion that Mom has somehow hobbled their potential, and these grown daughters have a lot of resentment brewing. Everyone, moms included, should be able to take a little good-natured ribbing. But there is a relentlessness to these gibes that disturbs me. Laughter is not always the best medicine—it can be cruel, even toxic.

In addition to being a backlash against Mom’s alleged power, the disrespect for Mom has much to do with our swiftly changing culture. Researchers in the U.S. and Great Britain have noticed that in families with strong ethnic or religious ties Mother is still respected. I’ve seen this in my own practice: Among families who have recently arrived in Los Angeles from Mexico, Central America, or Asia, mothers are regarded with affection and admiration, and Mother’s name is proudly defended. In a related set of studies, researchers in London focused on the mother-daughter bond among working-class women. They found that these bonds were strong until the families became more affluent, at which point the respect for family, and Mother, dwindled.

It seems that as people grow more assimilated or upwardly mobile, their attention turns to their friends, spouse, and children, and away from their parents and extended family. Maybe second-generation immigrants are ashamed of their parents and want to distance themselves from their folks’ quaint, unfashionable ways. Perhaps it’s because we live in a terribly transient society, where grandparents, aunts, and uncles are infrequent guests in our homes, little more than agreeable strangers. Maybe it’s because some Americans place so much emphasis on youth and money and so little on family and tradition. Whatever the reasons—and it’s beyond the scope of this book to explain them—it seems clear that Mom and Dad are going to have to establish a new place for themselves within this changing social structure. Will moms be companions, friends, consultants, consciences? You, as a mother, will have to define your own role.

Our culture’s shifting expectations coupled with the mom-blaming school of psychotherapy have put mothers in a double bind. Young mothers are censured for going to work instead of devoting 100 percent of their time to raising their children, while older moms who did devote 100 percent of their time to raising their kids are held accountable for their children’s shortcomings. As mothers try to improve their relationships with their grown daughters, they often waver between impatience with their daughters’ accusations and a lingering, guilty feeling that they must have somehow failed them. It seems the eighteen years they spent raising their daughters earned them neither their gratitude nor their respect. What happened?

Letting Moms off the Hook
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The mothers I counsel always ask me the same question when we sit down for our first session. “What did I do wrong?” they plead. “Help me so I can fix it.”

“If you didn’t batter, abuse, or neglect your daughter—if you loved her and provided warmth and support—you did nothing wrong,” I respond. Many moms have a hard time accepting this revolutionary idea.

“But I must have done something,” they insist.

“Not necessarily,” I say—and I have the scientific data to prove it.

Nearly every mental condition that was once ascribed to bad mothering has turned out to be either genetic or caused by the biochemical makeup of the brain. Homosexuality is the most famous example: Freud declared that male homosexuality was caused by a domineering mother and an absent father, and this diagnosis was accepted for most of this century. In 1973, the American Psychiatric Association (APA) decided that homosexuality was not a mental illness after all, and removed it from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, second edition, the field’s Bible. More important than the APA’s opinion, however, are recent findings that strongly suggest that a region of the X chromosome may determine male homosexuality. In addition, studies have shown that an area of the brain, the anterior hypothalamus, is more than twice as large in heterosexual men as in homosexual men. Whether Mom is Blanche DuBois or Bella Abzug doesn’t matter a whit.

Another harrowing example of misplaced mother blame concerns autism. Bruno Bettelheim, a highly esteemed psychoanalyst, specialized in treating autistic children and announced in his 1967 book, The Empty Fortress, that “the precipitating factor in infantile autism is the parent’s wish that his child should not exist.” As it turns out, “conscious or unconscious [parental] attitudes … experienced by the child as the wish that he did not exist” have zero to do with the illness. Instead, current research suggests that a complex set of conditions within the brain causes a wide array of symptoms we call autism. The causes of the disease remain largely a mystery, but Bettelheim’s theory has quietly disappeared. Today few would dream of suggesting that a child is autistic because his parents didn’t properly bond with him.

Nature versus Nurture News
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These and countless other mental disorders once blamed on Mom are now known to have biochemical or genetic roots. That doesn’t mean, however, that environment and family have no effect on a child’s mental health. Mothers and fathers do have an impact, but the question is, how much? That’s the ancient dilemma about nature versus nurture, and it’s not likely to be solved in our lifetime. Still, it remains one of the most fascinating questions in psychology, and many researchers devote their careers to teasing out clues from the most reliable source: twins.

Twins who have been separated at birth and raised in different environments offer us our only real opportunity to gauge how much a person’s upbringing affects his or her personality. In the May 1997 edition of The APA Monitor, the American Psychological Association announced: “Nature, nurture: not mutually exclusive.” The front-page article reported that studies on twins and adopted children conducted over the past twenty years have “firmly established that there is a genetic component to just about every human trait and behavior, including personality, general intelligence and behavioral disorders such as schizophrenia and autism.… Genetics account, on average, for half of the variance of most traits.” The environment, including not just Mother but everything and every person a child experiences, accounts for the other half.

“This does not mean that there are no purely environmental effects on behavior,” the article points out. For example, researchers found that the loss of a parent during childhood is directly correlated with depression in women. Indeed, everyone in the field of psychology agrees that a traumatic childhood can permanently damage a child. Traumas such as war, severe poverty, neglect, and mental, physical, or sexual abuse can warp a developing personality. The damage may take the form of depression, dissociation, or a host of other mental illnesses—often the same illnesses that in other people are caused by biochemical imbalances or genetic traits.

Trauma alters personality, but how many among us have been deeply traumatized? When I was studying psychology, we were schooled on the famous British studies conducted by René Spitz, John Bowlby, and D. W. Winnicott. These researchers studied babies in orphanages who were severely neglected by their caretakers and were cut off from all human contact. The infants lay in individual cribs, with sheets covering the cribs so that they were deprived even of the sight of other babies. These poor children eventually refused to eat and often died from neglect. H. F. Harlow’s work with monkeys deprived of maternal contact underscored these studies.

But my fellow graduate students and I were not treating clients who had spent their infancy in isolated, sheet-covered cribs. Except for a few cases of abuse, the clients we saw came from average homes, with parents who had loved them and neither neglected nor abused them. Yet we—and the great majority of psychologists practicing today—were taught to apply the findings of these neglected-baby studies to the adult clients we treated. We were told to start off counseling sessions with queries such as “What was it like growing up in your home?” or “Tell me about your mother.”

To most people, these seem like perfectly natural questions. Of course if your daughter has a problem—say, with decision making—it must be because you somehow gave her the wrong signals or failed to be a positive role model. But as familiar as this reasoning feels, it’s just as likely that she was born with an indecisive nature. Unless you battered her or told her each day that she was worthless, your treatment of her is less relevant than how she is genetically predisposed to react to that treatment. Remember, you were only a part of her environment, and environment only accounts for half of her personality traits. In most cases, Mom is not to blame for a daughter who can’t sustain friendships, or succeed in a career, or lose weight.

So What Is My Daughter’s Problem—
and Can I Fix It?
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By the time a mother works up the courage to seek my help, she is usually pretty certain that there is something atypical about her daughter’s behavior. Otherwise, she reasons, the two of them would have been able to call a truce by this time. After all, these are mothers of grown daughters, not teenagers. The mothers I counsel range in age from their mid-forties all the way up to their eighties. Some of the daughters are in their fifties. These troubles have been simmering for years, sometimes decades.

I urge these moms to at least consider the possibility that they aren’t entirely responsible for their daughters’ states of mind. That’s the first step in relieving some of their anguish, but it still leaves a big question: If I’m not the problem, what is?

There’s no easy answer, of course. Every situation is different. Throughout this book I’ll do my best to explain the difficult-daughter phenomenon and offer my advice about the most common problems, yet one truth remains constant for every situation: You do not have to fix your daughter’s problems to improve your relationship with her. In fact, you can’t fix her problems. Only she can do that. You have to fix yourself, and at the same time learn how to respond to her problems with clarity and forethought.

Your daughter’s mental health is a separate issue from your relationship with her, no matter how entwined the two might become. I can think of no better example of this than the story of Alda, whose daughter had cerebral palsy and was emotionally disturbed. Fortunately, most of us do not have to deal with so serious a problem; that’s why the advice in this book is geared toward mothers whose daughters are functioning in the outside world. But Alda’s case shows how, even in extreme circumstances, a mother can improve her relationship with her daughter by changing her own perspective.

Alda’s daughter, Louise, had been in and out of nursing homes for most of her life. Alda was in a perpetual state of mourning over the loss of her daughter and her own helplessness in the situation. Louise called Alda several times each day to complain about the horrible treatment she was receiving at the hands of the staff. She was medicated, so she was pain-free and the other severe symptoms of her condition were under control. However, Louise was a rebellious woman who got evicted from one facility after another. Her dress was bizarre and her demeanor ribald; she chain-smoked and dumped her food tray daily. No one wanted her around, even though her palsy was getting worse. No one felt sorry for her except Alda.

By the time she was in her early thirties, Louise had been in and out of more than twenty board-and-care institutions. After explaining Louise’s background to me, Alda broke down and sobbed, confiding that her daily talks with her daughter were breaking her heart.

“She’s like a lost soul,” wept Alda.

“No she’s not,” I argued. “You are the lost soul. Look at how powerful your daughter is. Every institution she’s been in, she’s managed to control the people who are supposed to be controlling her. Every place she goes she tells them what medication is fit for her—she knows better than they do. She’s bright and articulate and has a terrific sense of humor. She’s not physically or emotionally able to live in the outside world, but within her structured world she’s master of her destiny.”

Alda had never considered this possibility; she had never seen her daughter’s strength. As for the daily calls, I advised Alda to set a time limit on them. “Lots of daughters call their moms once a day to let off steam,” I said. “Treat it as an inevitable, but not dreadful, part of your day. Make it a controlled, timed conversation at your convenience.”

Reframe it. Look at it from a different direction. “Walk through the door backwards,” I tell mothers. It worked for Alda, who has finally stopped crying over her daughter. The strength she was able to see in Louise freed her to have a less pitying, more normal relationship with her. Now she jokes about how Louise planned a patient revolt, and admits she’s impressed with her daughter’s talent for manipulating her “handlers.” “My clever daughter is at it again,” she says.

Relationships Work Both Ways
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I am undeniably in the mother’s corner when it comes to problems between mothers and daughters. After all, daughters have a whole society—not to mention most therapists—supporting their claims that they were damaged by Mom. At the same time, I realize that there are two sides to every story. A mother must accept this if she truly wants to change her relationship with her daughter. She must learn to listen and stop defending herself when her daughter speaks. She has to agree to face some painful truths in order to resolve their problems. Her daughter has to do the same.

There are no good guys and bad guys on this road. As I often say to my clients, “Put your hurt feelings in your wastebasket and toss them out. The only thing that matters now is making up.” If you can’t admit when you’ve been too harsh or critical, if you’re not willing to forgive and to ask your daughter for her forgiveness, you are not ready to take this step. Maybe you don’t miss her enough. If so, read this book again in six months, and you may see things differently.

Abusive Mothers
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If I could, I would hang a big red banner over every shelf where this book is displayed for sale. It would read: ABUSIVE, BATTERING, NEGLECTFUL MOTHERS—THIS BOOK IS NOT FOR YOU! In my private and group counseling sessions, there is no need for such a banner. Abusive mothers rarely return after the first visit. They realize instantly that they will not receive absolution from me for their sins against their daughters. Joint therapy can help some of these mothers and daughters, but theirs are not the cases I specialize in. The solutions in this book do not apply to families where the mother physically battered, neglected, or psychologically abused her children.

I’m aware that the term abuse, especially when it comes to psychological abuse, is somewhat subjective. I can’t determine for every reader whether or not her family falls into the abusive category, but I can assure you that the techniques I offer in these pages will not resolve problems stemming from real abuse.

The Goals of This Book

[image: ]

In my work with mothers, I always have two goals: to show them how to rebuild the bond with their daughters and to help them grow as individuals. Before I can do either, I ask my clients to take an honest look at their expectations of themselves as mothers. To do that, they need to recall their relationship with their own mother, to remember the lessons, good and bad, that they learned from her about mothering. In chapter two we’ll explore your mother’s legacy so you can get a better understanding of the way you judge yourself as a mom.

You’ll also need to clarify your expectations of your daughter—what it is about her that makes you feel proud, disappointed, anxious, angry. Equally important, you must try to discover what your daughter expects of you. Unrealistic expectations on both sides have a lot to do with the bitterness I see so often between mothers and daughters. In chapter three I’ll lead you through this process of discovery.

After these forays into expectations and motivations, we’ll delve into the meat of the book: solving your problems with your dependent, dissatisfied, or distant daughter. In Part V, “Moving On, Together or Alone,” I’ll offer suggestions for maintaining your new relationship, enhancing your life within your community, and taking charge of your future. In the Epilogue I’ll hand the microphone to our daughters, letting them describe some of the challenges they’ve met and overcome with their moms.

Before we go any further, though, I’d like to show you the Mother’s Bill of Rights. It sets out what I believe are the inalienable rights of mothers everywhere, regardless of what they or their daughters expect. Refer to it whenever you are weakening in your resolve to improve your relationship. Post it on your refrigerator or keep it on your bedside table. Most of all, commit to it. These rights are the very least you deserve.

A Mother’s Bill of Rights


	I have the right to be treated with respect.

	I have the right to control my own life for as long as I can.

	I have the right to an explanation of my children’s feelings—I can’t intuit their thoughts.

	I have the right to be sad or angry without hiding my feelings to protect my children.

	I have the right to say no.

	I have the right to reminisce and be sentimental.

	I have the right to talk to my children about my problems. I do not expect them to provide solutions, just to listen.

	I have the right to buy nice things and go places.

	I have the right to my own opinions. I do not expect my children to agree with all of them.

	I have the right to miss my children. It does not mean I want to control them.




I have the responsibility to respect each of my children and to grant them the same rights I expect for myself.
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