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For the mamas doing the damn thing

—in spite of their rage and because of it







Women have often felt insane when cleaving to the truth of our experience. Our future depends on the sanity of each of us, and we have a profound stake, beyond the personal, in the project of describing our reality as candidly and fully as we can to each other.

—Adrienne Rich, Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying

Silence and shame are contagious; so are courage and speech. Even now, when women begin to speak of their experience, others step forward to bolster the earlier speaker and to share their own experience. A brick is knocked loose, another one; a dam breaks, the waters rush forth.s

—Rebecca Solnit, The Mother of All Questions










PROLOGUE

Mom rage is an anger so hot it is blinding. I was terrified when mine showed up, at first in intermittent blips, then every month, every week, until my rage was a constant low-grade buzzing beneath my skin. I consoled myself with excuses: it’s the four-month sleep regression, it’s the hormonal shift from weaning. But two years into motherhood, I was still slamming car doors, screaming at my partner outside Target, and working to keep my hands busy while the rage ripped through me so I wouldn’t touch my son in a rough way. I had no excuses left.

Desperate to understand, I turned to our modern-day sage and fool—the Google search bar. A small balloon of hope inflated as I typed “mother rage” and pressed Enter, hoping the results would tell me I wasn’t alone and save me from my fear that I was just a “moody bitch” (the hateful words used to denigrate angry women, which we internalize, then whisper back to ourselves).

All hail the internet! Amidst its dark chaos, I found Anne Lamott’s 1998 essay “Mother Rage: Theory and Practice.” I sat on my couch, reading her words and laughing out loud between sobs:

At other people’s homes, my child does not suck the energy and air out of the room. He does not do the same annoying thing over and over and over until his friends’ parents need to ask him through clenched teeth to stop doing this. But at our house, he—comment se dit?—fucks with me. He can provoke me into a state of something similar to road rage.

Lamott recounts ripped-off doll heads and doors slammed so hard things fall off walls. Goose bumps of recognition rolled up and down my arms as I read. I had found it! Levity! A comrade! Proof I was perhaps not a mommy monster after all! Bolstered by Lamott’s bravery, I gave myself permission to say the unsayable. I submitted an essay to the New York Times, which they ran under the headline “The Rage Mothers Don’t Talk About.”

The rage lives in my hands, rolls down my fingers clenching to fists. I want to hurt someone. I am tears and fury and violence. I want to scream and rip open pillows, toss chairs and punch walls. I want to see my destruction—feathers floating, overturned furniture, ragged holes in drywall.

When I get mad like this around my three-year-old son, I have to say to myself, like a mantra, “Don’t touch him, don’t touch him, don’t touch him.” Touching him with this rage coursing through me only ends in my shame, and my son’s shock, and what else I do not know; only time will reveal that. I have never hit him, but the line between “hitting” and “not hitting” is porous. In this “not hitting” gray area there are soft arms squeezed too tight, a red superhero cape (Velcro-clasped around his neck) forcefully yanked off, a child picked up and thrown into his crib. For me it is better not to touch at all. Only a few years ago, I remember judging a mother on the bus for smacking her child. Now I have only empathy for her. Mother rage can change you, providing access to parts of yourself you didn’t even know you had.

Hundreds of mothers from around the world wrote to me in response. Each of their messages was more or less identical: “I thought I was the worst mother in the world. I am so ashamed.”

Shame doesn’t like its baggage aired in public. Talking about it loosens its grip, freeing us to move toward something else. With each mother’s confession, I felt my own shame unhook. I began to move into a place of questioning.

What if the conclusion I, and the moms who were writing to me, had come to—that each of us must be “the worst mother in the world”—was untrue? What if we were normal mothers reacting to unjust circumstances? What if mom rage were a widespread, culturally created phenomenon, and not just a personal problem?

These questions spurred an in-depth investigation into mom rage that became this book. For three years, I spoke to moms across the country—and around the world—about their rage. This book draws on these mothers’ experiences, along with my own decade-long mom rage journey, combined with research and cultural critique, to uncover what mom rage is, why we have it, and what we can do about it.

In the first few chapters, I explore the broader societal landscape that sets up today’s mothers for despair and fury. The focus of the middle of the book narrows to the individual and shows how, in addition to being a legitimate reaction to the cultural oppression of mothers, mom rage is also a nuanced physiological and psychological experience. Mom rage presents as a singular explosion but in fact there is activity happening in our bodies and psyches long before and long after the moment of expressed fury. I break this activity down into phases that make up what I call the “Mom Rage Cycle.” Next, I share strategies to better understand our rage, identify personal rage triggers, and make allies of our partners in the effort to alleviate our rage. The final chapters look at how mothers can be better cared for by societal systems and through alternative family structures and community support networks.

I wrote this book to help you with your mom rage today, and I wrote it to spur systemic change in the hope that future generations of mothers won’t even know what mom rage is. But if they do, they’ll at least be able to speak about it without shame.

Most of the moms I interviewed did not want to use their real names for this book. I understand their fear. I, too, am afraid to put my rage on record. The confines of “appropriate” or “good” motherhood—which come from white, wealthy, patriarchal ideas of mothering—are so strict that mom rage can feel both unforgivable and unspeakable. But every time I speak or write about it, other mothers rescue me with their own vulnerability. Mothers who seem to have it all together reach out to me privately and say, “Me too.” Some of them haven’t raged in a decade but have not been able to let their shame go.

Talking about mom rage yanks it down from the scary place it looms in our minds, and enables us to engage with the tenderness that lives inside it. Speaking mom rage out loud is a way of staking a claim for oneself. I am worthy of forgiveness. I am worthy of care. My experience matters. Oppression strives to strip away people’s power by silencing their voices and trivializing their experiences. In The Mother of All Questions, Rebecca Solnit writes, “Liberation is always in part a storytelling process: breaking stories, breaking silences, making new stories. A free person tells her own story. A valued person lives in a society in which her story has a place.”

This book places mothers’ voices at its center. Their tales of maternal anger resist the societal mandate that mothers’ purpose in life is to provide nurture at all costs, even to our own detriment, even if it means erasing ourselves. Each story that drags mom rage out of its shame corner into the light is an assertion of self. I hope Mom Rage provides mothers respite from the shame, the loneliness, and the mean voices—both internal and external. And once that shame has been released, I hope it moves us all toward creating a more equitable and joyful motherhood, where we are adequately cared for, and our stories are honored for the wisdom they possess.
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When I began my investigation into maternal anger, I had a lot of basic questions about what mom rage was—and what it wasn’t. The answers I uncovered impacted the choices I made in writing this book, and I’m presenting them here as a kind of “Mom Rage 101.”

WHO EXPERIENCES MOM RAGE?

The short answer is any mom can have mom rage, though cultural factors like race and class matter in a variety of ways, which I’ll delve into in the book. I interviewed and surveyed fifty mothers from a range of backgrounds who identify as having mom rage. I talked to moms who identify as white, Caribbean Canadian, Black, Afro Latina, multiracial, Latinx, and mestiza. The Asian mothers I interviewed have a wide range of identities, including Taiwanese American, Taiwanese Canadian, Indian, Cambodian, Singaporean Chinese Canadian, South Asian, Chinese American, and Kalmyk Mongol American.

I discovered through my interviews with mothers who are Muslim, Christian, Jewish, agnostic, Buddhist, and Hindu that mom rage does not discriminate based on how religious one is or the religion one practices. The raging mothers I talked to are married or otherwise partnered, single, or divorced. The moms and their partners are straight, queer, and questioning. The gender identities of the mothers, their partners, and their children are cisgender, genderqueer, nonbinary, transgender, and questioning.

The interviewees fall into economic brackets across the spectrum. Some struggle with putting food on the table and finding free summer camp options. Others enjoy luxuries like owning their own home and being able to pay for therapy out of pocket. Most work full- or part-time paid jobs. I interviewed an executive director of an NGO, an Ayurveda practitioner who makes and sells dosas at a local market, a yoga teacher, a health policy researcher, a diversity manager, a PhD student, and a nighttime caregiver. I also talked to stay-at-home moms, most of whom have a side hustle. Two have multilevel marketing jobs. One sells nail polish.

Some of the moms send their kids to school (public and private) and others homeschool. They live all over the United States, from Moonachie, New Jersey, to Calabasas, California, to Kurtistown, Hawaii. Because mom rage affects parents across the globe, I cast a wide net and interviewed moms experiencing rage from Canada, South Africa, Israel, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, New Zealand, Australia, Germany, and Ireland.

The moms in this book are bio moms, foster moms, adoptive moms, stepmoms, and moms who underwent years of fertility treatments. The mothers I talked to have anywhere from one to seven children, from newborn to adult. Rage crept up on some of them during pregnancy. For others, it took years of parenting—and sometimes an additional child—before they felt that spark of anger grow bright. Some of the mothers I spoke with were funny and warm, their words tumbling out faster than my fingers could fly across the keyboard. Others were more guarded, and I could feel the weight of the shame between us. For many of the moms, our interview was the first time they’d been asked about their rage. There were a lot of tears.

Not every story made it into the book. I tried to use a sampling that felt representative of the varied experiences. All the moms’ names and some identifying details have been changed.

WHY USE THE GENDERED LANGUAGE OF MOTHER?

For me, mother is a spacious word with room for all its children. As a verb, I use to mother to mean to nurture, which is something anyone can do regardless of sex or gender. Mother connotes the depth of the caregiving, its all-encompassing nature. Anyone who performs that labor is included when I talk about mothers in this book, including those of you who use other monikers that better fit your gender identity, including but not limited to Baba, Dama, Moppa, and Pama.

I intentionally use gender inclusive language where I can. When I’m talking about a hypothetical person at a prenatal appointment, I might use pregnant person. When I’m talking about someone in labor, I might use birthing person. These phrases are meant to include trans and nonbinary people who are birthing and parenting. Sometimes I call someone a mother before the baby is out of their body. This is also intentional. For some people, the identity transformation of becoming a mother begins long before the baby ever makes a sound. Some people whose babies are stillborn also identify as mothers. There are numerous ways to be a mother.

I made the choice to use she/her pronouns when speaking about a hypothetical mother—or mothers in general—because mom rage is not divorced from gender. It didn’t make sense to use an all-inclusive term like parent rage, because “dad rage” is not on the same playing field as mom rage. (I’ll dive into exactly why later in this book.) I use she/her pronouns to honor the massive role sexism, misogyny, and patriarchy play in the oppression of mothers, which leads to anger. These power dynamics, in addition to the gendered expectations of mothers, affect all mothering people regardless of their gender identity.

So, for my fellow queers and my nonbinary and trans readers: know that while I am centering mother and using she/her pronouns, I am talking to you too.

IS MOM RAGE CONNECTED TO POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION?

The correlation between mom rage and postpartum mood and anxiety disorders (PMADs) is tricky, mostly because there isn’t enough research on maternal anger. Anger can be a symptom of both postpartum depression and postpartum anxiety. Mothers can also experience rage without having a PMAD. Some of the moms I interviewed were diagnosed with a PMAD after birth. Others were not. Some thought they probably had one but were never diagnosed. Personally, I was never diagnosed with a PMAD. My mom rage erupted in earnest when I began weaning my first child, between nine and twelve months. By then, no one was screening me for a PMAD anymore. Was my rage just hormones? Is my rage an undiagnosed PMAD? Can we call it a PMAD if it’s three years postpartum? What about eight years? Twelve? It’s muddy territory.

In addition to not having enough established research to draw a definitive link between PMADs and mom rage, I also want to avoid pathologizing mom rage. Classifying it as a medical condition relieves society and fathers of the responsibility to take care of mothers and families. I see mom rage as an understandable reaction (albeit not good for anyone) to oppressive cultural circumstances.

IS MOM RAGE CHILD ABUSE?

The time I spent hunting down past and present instances of maternal anger turned up very little that wasn’t salacious, like “The 25 Worst Moms in History.” Spoiler alert!—they all murdered their children. In Americans’ collective consciousness, angry moms are equated with murderers—or at least abusers—because there is no room in the claustrophobic box of Mother for anything other than self-sacrificing, gentle, and deferential.

Though the history of maternal rage remains elusive, female anger does not. And since most women in history were mothers, the two histories are intertwined. The culture’s impulse to extinguish angry women can be traced back centuries. In their book Witchcraft and Magic in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe, scholars Geoffrey Scarre and John Callow write that witches were well known for their “quarrelsome and aggressive nature.” The execution of hundreds of thousands of people for witchcraft from the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries in Europe, and then in America, may well have been a mass slaughter of angry women. By the 1800s, women suspected of rejecting their station in life weren’t being hanged anymore; they were being committed for insanity instead. The culture’s need to control and fix angry women continued as women who exhibited anger, anxiety, or virtually anything that was unpleasant to the men in their lives found themselves diagnosed with hysteria.

Given this history of diagnosing, blaming, punishing, and even destroying women for being angry, I want to be very careful not to get caught in the societal pull to conflate women’s anger with harm.

Anything can be harmful when taken to the extreme: running, substance use, caregiving, anger. While mom rage is not the equivalent of abuse, it does hold the potential for such harm. Mothers who experience rage know this in their marrow. It is the skeleton shape of their shame. Rage is a natural reaction to the cultural disempowerment of mothers, but that doesn’t free us of responsibility for how we express that anger. Abuse is an act that causes serious physical or emotional harm. It is never okay.

In this book, I talk about mom rage within a non-abuse framework. I urge all parents who feel out of control to seek support.

IS MOM RAGE SPECIFIC TO THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC?

Though I wrote this book during the heart of the pandemic, it is not centered on pandemic motherhood. I directly address the pandemic a few times, but even when I’m not explicitly mentioning its effect on mothers’ lives, the pandemic lingers in the space between words. How could it not? Unable to go to our workspaces during the pandemic, my partner and I took turns using our bedroom as an office. For months, I sat cross-legged on our bed, laptop propped on a pillow on my lap. Eventually my aching body screamed, Your thirties are over, and I bought a tiny desk. I typed away at it, four feet from the closed door—a slight and intermittent barrier to the constancy of pandemic mothering. When I interviewed mothers, we were up against the ever-present clock of our children’s needs, our own needs fading into the pandemic ether.

After mothering through a years-long pandemic, moms need to see their parenting realities reflected more than ever. Usually, when we picture motherhood, we see wobbly first steps taken on delicious, dimpled legs, kids saying the cutest things ever, soft arms and heads nuzzled against our necks. These images depict a part of motherhood, probably the most popular part, the part that makes couples say with a smile, “Let’s have a baby!” The predominance of this googly-eyed, cooing narrative of motherhood obscures the harder parts that became even more extreme during the pandemic—the isolation, the ceaseless labor, the physical toll, the inequality that grows inside the parenting partnership, and the economic hit that impacts mothers’ earning potential for the rest of their lives, to name a few. This book is a rebellion against the supremacy of the googly-eyed, cooing narrative, and the way it silences moms by erasing the harder parts of modern motherhood.

Mothers’ anger has been stewing for years, decades, possibly centuries. The lack of information on the history of mom rage doesn’t mean it isn’t real or didn’t exist before the pandemic. It means mothers’ fury hasn’t been deemed valuable by those with cultural power as a story worth investigating or preserving. With the way society punishes angry women and shames mothers who step out of their domestic box of caregiving, it has likely been undesirable—if not unsafe—for mothers to preserve their own mom rage history.

The pandemic did not make modern motherhood a recipe for mom rage. But when what little childcare infrastructure there was disintegrated in 2020, it was the final straw that stirred the collective rage of mothers into a battle cry that echoed across the globe. Mothers were finally ready to tell their rage stories—public scorn and shame be damned. This book is woven from those stories.







1 THE HOUSE OF MOM RAGE

A house is never apolitical. It is conceived, constructed, occupied, and policed by people with power, needs, and fears.

—Carmen Maria Machado, In the Dream House: A Memoir

Mothers everywhere are raging.

After a stressful eight-hour workday, followed by an hourlong commute in traffic, a mother stands in the bathroom as her five-year-old daughter wriggles. She hops from foot to foot, sticking out her hip, turning the faucet on and off. Everything but brushing her teeth.

“Enough with the dancing,” the mom sighs, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. The daughter makes a show of standing on her tiptoes and doing a projectile spit. It misses the sink.

“Watch what you’re doing!” The mother wipes up the spit with a square of toilet paper, thinking about the work she needs to catch up on once her daughter is in bed. The girl drops her toothbrush one, two, three times. She giggles at her own antics. The mom slams her palm against the wall.

“I’m serious. Stop!” She grabs the toothbrush out of her daughter’s mouth.

“Why do we have to do this every day? Twice a day! Open!” The mother brushes her daughter’s teeth quickly and roughly. The girl won’t stop moving.

“You need to stand still or you’re going to get hurt!” Five more seconds pass with the child’s body gyrating before the inevitable happens—the daughter accidentally bonks the side of her head on the sink. She clutches her head and lets out a howl. The mom tosses the toothbrush into the sink, sits down on the toilet, puts her elbows on her knees, and presses the heels of her palms into her closed eyes. She knows if she speaks, she will blow the house down, and everyone in it.

Mom rage lives in the body. Fingers curl, cheeks burn, breathing quickens. Similar to road rage, mom rage bubbles up fast and hot. Mom rage is fury—mothers bursting with uncontrollable anger. Its release is often aural and physical: a rhythmic string of high-pitched curses; a booming trombone yell, so growly the mother’s throat is sore the next morning; hands slapping out a sharp beat on her own stinging thighs; a bass drum foot pounding out each word—BRUSH (stomp) YOUR (stomp) TEETH (stomp) NOW (stomp, stomp)!!

As mothers, we know we are supposed to be nurturing, patient, gentle; never rageful. We try to hide our wrath, hold it in, keep it quiet. Sheila, mother to a three-year-old and seven-month-old in Brisbane, Australia, admitted to me in an email, “I often feel the rage and would sometimes just LOVE to stab a mattress into pieces with a very sharp knife.” Sheila used to hide her rage by screaming underwater at her local public pool, but the pandemic robbed her of that covert release. When mom rage takes over, not physically hurting someone is an act of will. Joanna from Portugal told me, “I remember holding [my daughter] and biting down on her fluffy onesie to staunch something worse.”

Those on the receiving end of mom rage are often our children, but not always. The vitriol can be directed at partners, pets, men in general, the system, or everyone around us. Mom rage can also turn inward, manifesting in self-harm: substance abuse, cutting, punching our thighs, slapping our own face, biting the insides of our lips, cheek, tongue—anything that can feel pain. Moms who rage are in pain, even if we don’t know it.

That pain isn’t caused by a child not wanting to brush her teeth, or any of the other daily irritations of parenting. Its foundations go much deeper. Mom rage stems from the overwhelming stress and impossible expectations of modern motherhood, combined with a debilitating lack of support from within the family structure and societal systems.

The sneaky thing about the causes of mom rage is that we can’t see them. In their visual absence, all we see is an angry mom. On the surface, mom rage looks like simple cause and effect: a child drops a jar and it shatters, resulting in the mom yelling, hot-faced and wild. This explanation of mom rage is easy to comprehend—there was an action and then a reaction. Perhaps there are details that complicate the story and make the mother’s strong reaction easier to empathize with. Maybe before this happened, the mother asked the child repeatedly not to play with the jar. Maybe the jar was the mother’s only heirloom from her great-grandmother who escaped the Holocaust. Maybe the mother has a pending work deadline, and Grandma, who was supposed to babysit, just called out with a migraine.

If we imagine mom rage as a house, the cause-and-effect scenario is happening on the main floor—let’s say, in the kitchen, since that is where so much of mothers’ daily domestic work takes place. To fully understand mom rage, we have to leave the kitchen and descend to the basement to uncover what came before. By “before,” I mean what happened the hour or day before the mother screamed at her child, but I also mean history—the mother’s own personal history, and the larger cultural history that shapes the way we live, think, and breathe today. History, identity, social norms, power(lessness), and past trauma, in addition to current societal systems and attitudes, are all at work when a mom balls up her fists and roars at the people around her—often the people she loves most.

In the mom rage basement, we locate how a lack of partner support stems from cultural inequalities. Let’s rewind the clock on the raging mother and her child who broke the jar. Maybe the mom is alone with the child every morning because the father leaves early to get to his job. Her husband makes less money than she does, but her boss allows her to work from home in the mornings to accommodate her motherly responsibilities. Her husband was not offered this same flexibility. But he also never asked for it because it didn’t feel like part of his office’s culture. None of the other men at his job work from home. Come to think of it, he’s not even sure if any of them have kids. The mother’s ability to partially work from home means that if their child gets sick and can’t go to childcare, it doesn’t matter if she has an important presentation at work. The responsibility to “figure it out” is hers. Her job flexibility and her husband’s job inflexibility—which both seem innocuous but are the result of systemic inequality—have surreptitiously placed the primary responsibility for childcare squarely in her lap. Perhaps this is an irritation that grows a little more each day when her husband kisses her goodbye, while their child tantrums on the floor.

Maybe the night before the child dropped the jar, the mom asked her husband to find a higher shelf for his jar collection so their growing child wouldn’t be able to reach it. Maybe her partner responded, “Relax.” When we descend into the mom rage basement, we see that when the jar crashes the next day, the mother may seem angry at her child, but she is really hurt and angry with her husband for dismissing her concerns as unnecessary worrying. Underneath that, she is disappointed and mad at herself for allowing her partner’s dismissal to silence her, for not trusting her own wisdom and moving the jars herself. In the mom rage basement, we witness the repetitive wounding of being a woman in a patriarchal society that constantly disregards and belittles us.

Mom rage’s basement is packed floor to ceiling with dusty boxes, each one stuffed with evidence of the different ways mothers are disempowered in the home and by the culture at large, based on the identities we hold. If the mom in the house with the broken jar is Black, for example, she and her child are at much greater physical risk than a white mother and child. If someone outside hears the combination of shattering glass followed by screaming, they might call the police, which could lead to her being deemed an unfit mother by the state. Black children are taken from their mothers and put in out-of-home placements by child protective services at 2.2 times the rate of white children (2.9 times for Native American children). Black people are also approximately three times more likely to be killed by police than white people. These looming possibilities are fear- and fury-inducing, if not deeply traumatizing. The identities we each hold—fat, trans, immigrant, disabled, teenage—can incur daily social and systemic discrimination. This informs the way we experience motherhood in the world and adds more fury and trauma to the stockpile in our mom rage basements.

Structural inequalities, which cause pressure, stress, and anger, and can lead to poverty and health conditions, matter a great deal in the house of mom rage. Yet, it is a much cleaner narrative to keep mom rage in the kitchen: the child drops a jar; his mom yells. That narrative doesn’t challenge the status quo. It doesn’t shine a light on inequality or reveal a society that sets mothers up for defeat. It puts the blame squarely on the shoulders of the mother: What kind of mother would lash out at her family that way?

This question is asked both by the people who judge mothers struggling with mom rage and by the mothers themselves when they’re in the post-rage moments of shame and guilt. Many mothers aren’t aware of the growing piles in their mom rage basements. They think they are just furious at their kids or their partners, and that they need to get a grip on their anger. End of story. If mothers blame themselves and society blames them, too, then the problem of mom rage is seen as individual, absolving the society of any responsibility.

While history, identity, discrimination, and power dynamics are stacked in dusty boxes down in the basement, upstairs in the kitchen is a child who didn’t heed his mother’s warnings and made a potentially harmful mess. Anger is an option on the list of responses the mother can reach for in this moment. Other options are compassion, disappointment, worry, even humor. If only mom rage felt like a choice. Most mothers who rage aren’t able to pause and take a moment to think, “What is the healthiest and most effective way to respond here?” Rage is faster than reason.

On her podcast, Queenstown Life, host Jane Guy from New Zealand describes her own mom rage as a little animal that lives inside her throat. She says the first time it appeared, “This beast came out of my throat from nowhere and I was like, ‘Who was that?’ And then I got really scared because I didn’t know where it was going to come from or at what point.” She remembers a time when her mom rage came knocking at two o’clock in the morning. “My child had woken up for the three thousandth time. I remember going to my husband, ‘I’LL DO IT!!’ And he went, ‘Whoa!’ like, ‘Who is that?’ And I just thought, ‘There it is!’ I have no control over it.”

Jane’s feeling of having no control over “the beast in her throat” raises an important point about the relationship between anger and rage. Rage has a reputation for being angrier than anger—louder, more intense, more prolonged. While this may be true in some circumstances, the difference between anger and rage isn’t simply one of degree. It’s that the person experiencing rage feels out of control. Rage might feel, as in Jane’s example, like someone or something has invaded or taken over. Another mom described her experience of mom rage as “an out of body experience, where it’s almost like I split into two. One part of me is like, ‘Oh, this is not good. I want to try and stop it.’ But the majority of me is like, ‘Nope, there’s no stopping this.’” The rager is not making a conscious decision to begin yelling. It is as if the rage is happening to her.

Lack of control is a quintessential component of both the rage itself and the circumstances that set mothers up for it. Today’s mothers are essentially stirring a commercial kitchen’s worth of pots all at once, knowing that if we were to stop stirring even one, our lives might crumble down on top of us. On an ordinary day, a mother’s mind might flit between seven different pots: (1) her children playing/fighting in the living room; (2) the beans bubbling (in an actual pot!) on the kitchen stove; (3) the plumber on her knees in the bathroom fixing the family’s only toilet; (4) the dryer on its second delicate cycle to fully dry the pee pad for her eight-year-old’s mattress; (5) the special education teacher at her son’s school who didn’t answer any of the mom’s questions in her email, which makes her wonder if her kid is getting competent care and services; (6) her phone alerting her that it is her night on the meal train to bring lasagna to the neighbor friend who just had a baby; and (7) the clock over the bookshelf, which indicates the exact minute her wife will walk in the door and take over some of the pot-stirring, so she can snag the last few hours of the day for her freelance work.

Mothers are holding so much.

What is the likely outcome of adding an eighth pot for the mother to stir? The extra stressor that throws the mom into a rage might be the latest round of nightly gunshots outside her window. Or the weekly puzzle she must solve of needing to be in two places at once. Or her wife expecting her to attend the parent-teacher conference by herself—and then during the recap asking, “Why didn’t you ask the teacher about X or Y?” The mother doesn’t know, because she didn’t think of those questions. Her wife seems annoyed, which feels righteously unfair because she is stirring a hundred pots! And—boom—she is levitating with rage.

Though mom rage can look like “boom” and feel like “boom,” and sometimes even sound like “boom,” it’s actually more like a long, drawn out, silent “boooooooooooooom” that is completely imperceptible to most ragers until the eventual explosion. Before a mom reaches rage, irritation and stress have been slowly building inside of her, possibly for hours, days, or even weeks. She may not be aware that, in addition to all the other invisible labor she’s doing as a mother, she has been hard at work not raging for the entire time span her irritation has been rising into wrath. Mom rage is much more nuanced than “furious” or “not furious.”

Most of the mothers I interviewed rage out loud, myself included. Our rage shows up as yelling, loud clapping, doors slamming. But just because a mother isn’t yelling doesn’t mean she isn’t raging. For some moms, like Cheryl, their rage turns inward.

Cheryl, a forty-year-old, Black, middle-class civil rights lawyer in Rockville, Maryland, begins her day like most parents—stirring multiple pots. Cheryl said parenting her seven-year-old son is challenging from the moment the family wakes up. First, he doesn’t want to put his clothes on, then he refuses every breakfast option Cheryl offers. “He doesn’t want any of them. When I was a kid, I ate free lunch and free breakfast at school. We didn’t have food.”

Then comes the biggest pot to stir—getting her son to take his ADHD medicine. Cheryl and her husband have tried all the things: pouring the medicine from larger pill capsules into smaller ones, putting the medicine into pudding, making it into candy. “He fights us. He fights us. He fights us. That’s how my day starts.”

Cheryl described one day when her son was doing virtual school from home during the COVID-19 pandemic. He was frustrated because he didn’t know what he was supposed to be doing. Cheryl suggested they ask the






































OEBPS/images/Art_li.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781541601314.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
MOM
RAGE

THE EVERYDAY CRISIS OF
MODERN MOTHERHOOD

MINNA DUBIN

SSSSSSSSS

New York





