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Introduction

There is something about the painful mother-daughter relationship that can linger, for many adult daughters, with punishing tenacity. These daughters may be bright, sensitive, competent women who are valiantly trying to overcome their troubled beginnings—yet they are haunted by them, as though they had flunked childhood.

These women—tempered by stormy or chilly attachments to their mothers, survivors of emotional want, strong by any other measure—grow weak in the knees, or are choked with sadness, or are shaken with rage, when recalling their childhoods. Their mothers may be long dead, or white-haired and infirm, but still they have a profound hold on their daughters, who talk of them as though they were about to be sent to their rooms.

How is this reign of terror by little old ladies possible? Because when these adult daughters speak of their mothers, the daughters are once again rebuked children, and the mothers are again young parents with the power to break a child’s heart with a look. Recollection strips away the years and smooths the wrinkles, as though the family album abruptly ended decades ago and there are no recent photographs. Time may have moved on, but not childhood feelings and fears, trapped in the emulsion of a grown daughter’s memory.

But to do battle against an outdated—and, perhaps, distorted—image of one’s mother is, in a sense, like flailing away at someone who, by holding you at arm’s length, does not allow you in close enough to land a punch. The mother who is feared or despised is no longer there—only a pale and aging trace of her remains—and so the struggle is moot.

Yet the struggle often continues with anguishing zeal. Why? And what can be done about it?

The odyssey of transcending a painful and seemingly hopeless mother-daughter relationship is what this book addresses. It is written for that group of women whose extremely painful childhood relationships with their mothers skew their adulthoods in ways they may not even recognize. These daughters are often unaware that it is possible not only to resolve an unhappy mother-daughter connection, but also to understand their mothers, and even to feel empathy for them.

But to achieve that resolution, the daughters must have the courage to examine the relationship with a desire to make sense of it and to heal, rather than overreact to it, either through supplication or rage. They need to see their mothers not as falling short of mythical maternal perfection, but as women of human proportion who are products of their times and experiences.

For when a difficult mother-daughter relationship is unresolved, it has the potential of jeopardizing, even destroying all our other attachments—to friends, lovers, spouses, colleagues, children, grandchildren.

That lack of resolution can keep us tethered to our mothers, or to an image of them, like a disoriented whale that cannot be coaxed out into the open sea but instead keeps returning to unsafe shore. And it can distort our perceptions—trust comes hard, or far too easily, and our instincts become muffled.

For example: We may befriend people who have many of our mother’s most destructive characteristics. One woman told me, “I am always drawn to strong, forceful, controlling women, and I always end up being intimidated by them. It’s as though I’m trying to tame a kind of tiger—they remind me of my mother, so if I can get them to like me by taking their advice, or never disagreeing with them, it’s like getting her to like me.”

For example: We may impulsively, and unfairly, reject or hurt people who remind us of our mothers. “Sometimes I see my mother where she doesn’t exist,” says another woman. “If a friend corrects my grammar, for instance, I lash out, because it feels as though she’s trying to humiliate me, the way my mother always did. I’m learning to say to myself ‘Take a beat—the person reminds you of Mom, but she isn’t Mom. Don’t overreact.’”

For example: We may marry people who are very like our mothers. Said a third woman, “I married my mother’s psychic twin—a man who needed me to ‘mother’ him, to make all his decisions for him. Fortunately, I realized what I had done, got some therapy, and eventually got out.”

For example: We may try to create in our children the loving mothers we never had, rather than being a source of parental strength and nurturing to those children. Says a fourth woman, “My daughter was my ‘pal.’ For the first ten years of her life she was the center of mine, which almost destroyed my marriage. I was going to have fun with her in a way I never did with my mother. I would tell her all my problems. The upshot is that today she has no friends and is afraid to go to school; she doesn’t know how to get along with kids her own age.”

For example: We may be unable to draw the line with our mothers and set limits, repeatedly subjecting ourselves and our families to inappropriate behavior. “My mother gets unbelievably nasty and ugly,” says a fifth woman, “but I can’t help worrying about her. Recently she had a cold, and my five-year-old son and I went to visit her. He accidentally dropped a glass of milk on the floor; she flew into a rage and threw us out of the house. Even so, I still feel this obligation to call her all the time.”

The biggest challenge for the daughters in these examples is to separate from their mothers so that they can gain a healthy perspective not only about those mothers, but also about themselves, their relationships, and their choices.

Separation does not mean firing one’s mother from the family (although, as we will see, in extreme cases it may mean either not seeing her for a time, or making a permanent break); rather, separation means not having one’s self-esteem depend on her approval but, instead, learning how to approve of, and understand, oneself.

The goal of this book is to help readers achieve that separation so that they can either find a way to be friends with their mothers, or at least recognize and accept that their mothers did the best they could—even if it wasn’t “good enough”—and to stop blaming them.

Among the issues to be covered:

[image: ] To understand how a daughter’s attachment to her mother—more so than her relationship with her father—colors all her other relationships, and to analyze why it is more difficult for daughters than sons to separate from their mothers, as well as why daughters are more subject than sons to a mother’s manipulation;

[image: ] To recognize the difference between a healthy and a destructive mother-daughter connection, and to define clearly the “bad mommy,” in order to help readers who have trouble acknowledging their childhood losses to begin to comprehend them;

[image: ] To conjugate what I call the “Bad Mommy Taboo”—why our culture is more eager to protect the sanctity of maternity than it is to protect emotionally abused daughters;

[image: ] To describe the evolution of the “unpleasable” mother—in all likelihood, she was bereft of maternal love as a child—and to recognize the huge, and often poignant, stake she has in keeping her grown daughter dependent and off-balance;

[image: ] To illustrate the consequent controlling behavior—in some cases, cloaked in fragility or good intentions—of such mothers, which falls into general patterns, including:


the Doormat
the Critic
the Smotherer
the Avenger
the Deserter



[image: ] To understand that the daughter has a similar stake in either being a slave to or hating her mother—the two sides of her dependency and immaturity;

[image: ] To illustrate the responsive behavior—and survival mechanisms—of daughters, which is determined in part by such variables as birth rank, family history, and temperament, and which also falls into patterns, including:


the Angel
the Superachiever
the Cipher
the Troublemaker
the Defector



[image: ] To show how to redefine the mother-daughter relationship, so that each can learn to see and accept the other as she is today, appreciating each other’s good qualities and not being snared by the bad;

[image: ] Finally, to demonstrate that a redefined relationship with one’s mother—adult to adult—frees you from the past, whether that redefinition ultimately results in real friendship, affectionate truce, or divorce.

   Learning to abide one’s mother—hence, oneself—embraces two leitmotivs: generosity and self-preservation. Both are difficult to achieve when you haven’t discovered your separate identity.

I interviewed one hundred women between the ages of twenty-two and seventy-nine who have or had difficult relationships with their mothers, and who are in varying stages of resolving their unhappy childhoods. They are caught somewhere between the twin imperatives of longing for an ideal relationship with their mothers and becoming reconciled with what is possible; between childlike fantasy and measured, adult perspective.

Many of these women struggle to be good enough mothers to their own children and anxiously attempt to avoid repeating the mistakes their mothers made. But they have a tandem struggle—learning to accept themselves as good enough daughters and getting beyond blame.

These mother-daughter connections run the gamut of expectation and resolution, from murderous rage to loving respect for each other’s differences. There is the eighty-five-year-old mother living with her sixty-two-year-old-daughter, each with a padlock on her bedroom door to prevent intrusion and theft by the other.

In contrast to that ferocious attachment, there is the thirty-eight-year-old woman who said of her mother, “I have never for one moment doubted that she loves me. At the same time, she overrates me, believing that I am capable of extraordinary things. I’ve never been able to live up to that expectation.”

Then there’s the forty-one-year-old woman who sees her mother only at weddings and funerals. “She hates me because my father and I have a closer relationship than she and I ever did. He only calls me when she’s out of the house—if she’s there and she finds him talking to me, she makes him hang up. I can understand why she is the way she is—her father died when she was a little girl—but I’ll never forgive her for shutting me out.”

And there is the twenty-nine-year-old woman who describes her extremely critical mother as “never being hurtful to me out of a need to destroy me, but out of a need to protect herself. Once I realized that, she could no longer harm me.” She and her mother have resolved their differences, and formed a friendship that in ways is sturdier and more tempered than most because of its rocky beginnings. {Note: Such mothers are often able to make up for their past parenting mistakes by becoming wonderful grandmothers.)

   Admitting that you are among the group of “unacceptable” daughters described in this book—if indeed you are—is to feel, in the deepest reaches of the soul, permanently abandoned by the one person who is supposed to love you, no matter what. You never completely get over it. But you can learn to make sense of it and to recognize the cost, so that healing can begin.

One cost that many of these daughters share is that while in childhood they craved affection, they nevertheless often grow up to be adults who unconsciously sabotage themselves by not allowing others to love them, and by not knowing how to love. The child who constantly tried to please her unpleasable mother can become an adult who doesn’t recognize or trust healthy love when it comes her way because she’s never experienced it. She only recognizes it if it resembles the “love” she got at home. And so the truly loving man may be perceived as weak and manipulable, even as she was “weak and manipulable;” she treats him as she was treated, knowing no other way. “Love” gets skewed.

Compounding that cost is the Bad Mommy Taboo, the cultural mandate to put a good face on your childhood and not expose the wounds, to camouflage the grief and rage, never to say “My mother could not demonstrate love for me.” For some women this is a simple truth—but they express it at their peril. And so they learn to hate themselves—and, later, perhaps, their children—instead.

The Bad Mommy Taboo appears in many forms, including the view that any criticism of mothers amounts to so much “mommy bashing.” Such a position equates saying that one’s mother was unpleasable with a campaign to keep women down. The real fault—so the argument goes—rests in not holding fathers, whose parental role is minimal (compared to the mother’s), equally responsible for how their kids turn out.

Women, say these critics, are not only not allowed a position equal to men in the culture and in the family, they are also, and unfairly, held responsible for acting out their consequent frustrations with their children.

It is true that many mothers reared in the 1920s and 1930s were incalculably frustrated at being the sole and unsung arbiters of their children’s souls and bowels, while fathers got the cultural power and glory. But that ineffable division of gender-based labor and social worth doesn’t make it right that certain of those mothers—not all of them—overreacted to that inequity by wielding inappropriate power over powerless children.

Obviously, there are times when a daughter will jump track and the mother is not responsible—such variables as certain forms of severe psychological and physical illness are beyond a mother’s control. And there are times when a mother will, when her daughter is grown, try to make amends, and the daughter, refusing to grow up, will have none of it.

But if a mother has an unhealthy need to dominate her children—which she demonstrates by bullying, terrifying, neglecting, suffocating, indulging, humiliating, overprotecting, or abusing them—those children must come to the recognition that such treatment is wrong in order to begin the long process of recovery and ultimate understanding.

At the same time, the daughters, in adulthood, must also make the effort to really know their mothers—which many daughters do not—in order to understand what forces shaped those mothers. These daughters need to discover what torment may have unwittingly informed their mothers’ parental choices, and to see their mothers as composites of strengths and weaknesses, rather than as all good or all bad.

We forget in order to survive our childhoods, when we are totally dependent on our parents’ goodwill; but to recover from such childhoods, we must begin by remembering—the bad and the good.

The first step toward recovery, then, is recollection—a complicated process, as we will see in Chapter Three. Often it requires the help of a skilled, empathetic therapist to make such recollection safe.

The second step is to allow the feelings of loss to surface rather than be unconsciously rerouted and bubble up in other relationships. When we can recognize that we are not responsible for our childhood deprivations, and that we are entitled to feel anger (but not to act on it—awareness is not a license to kill), then we are able to let go of that anger and not be controlled by it.

It is then possible to begin to relinquish childish expectations, which persist in our need in adulthood either to continue to try to win the approval of one’s mother, or to continue to hate her. Most of the time this means making changes in oneself so that a healthy relationship with one’s mother on some basis can be established.

But in extreme and rare cases it means dealing with her in absentia, either temporarily or permanently. For some daughters—for their sanity and salvation and hope of any kind of loving future—it may never be safe to go home again.

But always those daughters must, if only in anguished memory, learn to accept their mothers—who could not get past their own demons—in order not to be imprisoned by lifelong, highly charged reactions of either fury or unconditional surrender. Only then can the daughters find answers to the questions that haunt them: Am I an emotional cripple? Will I visit upon my children the sins that were visited upon me? Am I unlovable?

The process of healing includes seeing one’s mother as other than oneself; recognizing that she is the legatee of her mother’s behavior; acknowledging how terribly limited her choices may have been; realizing that such mothers are more to be pitied; and being freed from, as psychoanalyst Alice Miller puts it, the “prison of childhood.”

Out of that effort, it is possible to forge an understanding of, sometimes even a close friendship with, one’s mother. By resolving our feelings toward our mothers, we can learn to accept them and, in so doing, gain a deeper understanding and acceptance of ourselves.

Most important, we can finally grow up so that we do not perpetuate the historical imperative of unpleasable mothers, one generation after another, each too wounded to allow love in or out. The “cure” comes in being able to become a loving mother to oneself—and to one’s children—in spite of having a poor role model upon which to pattern our maternity. The victory is in choosing not to be victims of the past but, instead, in breaking the cycle of unhappy mother-daughter connections as they echo in all our attachments.

We cannot rewrite history, but we can redirect the future, by not becoming unloving mothers—or uncaring friends, or lovers, or colleagues—ourselves. We can learn to see our mothers as women of human proportion. And we can become a generation of transitional daughters through whom the legacy of unacceptability got rerouted, and with whom the metaphorical parental buck stopped.

No daughter ever wants to feel like an unloved child; no young woman wants to feel that she could never be a good mother; and no mother wants to believe that she has failed as a parent. When mother and adult daughter can get beyond their wariness, their catalogue of grievances, their losses, hesitations and hurts—when they can get beyond blame—the potential for healing is enormous.

“Nothing, ever, wipes out childhood,” wrote Simone de Beauvoir. With sympathy for both sides of the generation gap, When You and Your Mother Can’t Be Friends explores the difficult mother-daughter connection and the importance of resolving the most intimate and complex relationship—the first one—in a woman’s life.





Part One
Ghosts in the Nursery




1
Natural Allies,
Natural Enemies


I have always tried to be all the things my mother wanted me to be: ever the lady, always polite, never inconsiderate. I run my business the way my mother ran our house—everything just so. In some ways I am my mother—full of life when I’m happy, very cold when I’m angry. People say I look just like her.

I’ll tell you a secret: Every time I pass a mirror, I gasp.

I wonder if there’s more here than meets the eye.

—Karen, thirty-nine



Few comments strike as much terror in the female heart, or more rapidly raise a lovers’ tiff to the boiling point, than the comment “You’re getting more like your mother every day.”

You may love your mother. You may even like her. Nevertheless, there resides within each daughter the need to be different, to improve on the old model, to be a composite of all your own unique goodness and take total credit for it. Woven into the mother-daughter tie is a built-in and unavoidable tension that goes with the territory of being someone’s child.

And so the suggestion that you are your mother’s clone cuts to the very heart of independence; it suggests not only that you are still a child and incapable of standing on your own but, worse, that you may be a composite only of her flaws—all of which you know intimately and in excruciating detail.

At the same time, there is a genetic booby trap in trying to carve out your identity when your mother shares much of that identity. For a daughter to withdraw entirely from her mother is to reject her role model, her mentor, her template; love-hate is the natural order of things—we can separate, but only so far.

There is for daughters a limit to how different from Mom we realistically can be because, damn it, in many ways we simply are like her, ways that we cannot change—and when we’re feeling good and able to see her as a whole person, might not even want to. Besides, who has known us longer than she has?

The truth is, in moments of crisis or tearful self-doubt, we need her—somehow, magically, we want to believe she is capable of making it all better, there, there. So we don’t want to hurt her feelings and we don’t want to risk her disapproval. On some level, rejecting Mama feels like shooting yourself in the foot.

And yet she can make us crazy.

   I am standing in the sun-splashed kitchen of Martha, a friend since college, sipping a cup of coffee. While she is momentarily out of the room, her twenty-five-year-old daughter, Debby, visiting for the weekend, pads in for breakfast, her face shrouded in gloom. She pulls a mug from the cabinet, pours herself a cup of coffee, and says with a sigh,


Mom sure is “off” today. Every time I ask her what’s wrong, she says, “Nothing.” I’ve spent the whole morning making nice, wondering if she’s mad at me. My brother’s much smarter than me. He sees her in a snit, asks himself, “Did I do something wrong?” decides he didn’t and that it’s her problem, gives her a big kiss, and goes about his business.

Why can’t I be like him? I know I didn’t do anything, but still, I feel as if I did.



We do, still, very much want our mothers to love us; indeed, our mood, even our well-being, often depends on it.

So much so that we sometimes think we’ve erred even when we haven’t.

So much so that she can shatter our day with a single phrase: “Nothing’s wrong.”

And she can do it, whether she is a saint or a monster.

Like Mother, Like Daughter

Mothers and daughters—they are, as journalist Liz Smith puts it, “natural allies [and] natural enemies.” Loving your mother represents the best and the worst of times.

I remember once remarking to my mother, when I was in elementary school, that a friend of the family reminded me of Miss Havisham in Dickens’s Great Expectations.

“That’s very well put,” she said.

Set aside, if you will, the fact that I had plucked the analogy from something I had read because it sounded good to me, too. The fact is, I have never forgotten the compliment—indeed, it was the moment at which my ambition to become a writer first began to take shape.

But I have also never forgotten the time when, at sixteen and, no doubt, in high adolescent dudgeon, I disagreed with her in front of guests about something. My mother, as though struck, whirled around and snapped, “Sit down in front of your elders and your betters.” Even in decades-old recollection, the rebuke still stings, like a raw sunburn.

No relationship is as highly charged as that between mother and daughter, or as riddled with expectations that could, like a land mine, detonate with a single misstep, a solitary stray word that, without warning, wounds or enrages. And no relationship is as bursting with possibilities of goodwill and understanding.

What is it about the attachment that gives it such power? Why is it so different from the relationship between mothers and sons, or fathers and sons, for that matter?

For one thing, there is no human being who is, literally, as similar to us—indeed, mothers and daughters mirror each other right down to genes and sexual engineering. We may even look like her. Like mother, we have breasts, can bear children, and feminist revisionism notwithstanding, are usually our family’s, or partner’s, emotional caretaker. And like her, we are vulnerable to sexism and rape.

Nor is any relationship as competitive: like Mother, we compete for Dad’s attention. And, both spawned in female vanity, we are encouraged to be vain, vying for a favorable report from the mirror on the wall and the bathroom scale on the floor. We try to tailor ourselves to at least keep pace with her—if not best her—on the work path or in our choice of mates.

She is the yardstick against which we measure ourselves: have we done “it”—education, career, sexuality, marriage, thinness, popularity, chic, motherhood, the gentle arts of homemaking—as well as she has? Better? Differently?

Because if we have done “it” both well and differently, we are then prepared to survive without her. We have completed the course.

But there’s a hitch in the mother-daughter separation process: We want to survive, but not entirely without her. We want to detach, but not defect. Because, like it or not, we are still very much bound up with her.

Whether our relationship is strained or easy, hostile or amiable, we need her, if only in memory or fantasy, to conjugate our history, validate our femaleness, and guide our way; we need to know she’s there if we stumble, to love us no matter what, to nurture the child that resides within us even now without infantilizing us. It is a need that never leaves us in the best of mother-daughter attachments and, in the worst, yawns wider than the heart can bear.

A mother sets the tone for her daughter’s life, provides a road map and role model, continues through the daughter’s middle and old age to be her example, particularly her genetic and emotional example. So we ask her: When did she menstruate? Begin menopause? How did she feel about and deal with love? Friendship? Work? Sexual longing? Loneliness?

But if mother and daughter have no connection, we cannot ask the one person whose psyche and body have programmed our own. That’s why the loss is incalculable when a daughter has to figure it out for herself, trailblaze rather than follow her mother’s example or learn from it. Such a daughter has to discover herself, alone.

“Women may define themselves … in terms of their work roles, but the pull in the opposite direction, to merge blissfully and symbiotically with the mother, is as strong as ever,” writes Dr. Jane B. Abramson in Mothermania: A Psychological Study of Mother-Daughter Conflict. “It is inherent in the human condition.”

That merging becomes evident in ways that are expected and very much conscious, as well as at the most unexpected and surprising moments.

Joan is by any measure an independent, achieving woman. President of an advertising agency, she is the pride of her physician husband and her two grown sons, who adore her. She is invited to give speeches and to receive awards all over the country. But at forty-nine, Joan still calls her mother for advice at least once, sometimes twice, every day, no matter where she is. Says Joan,


I can’t be with my mother five minutes without wanting to kill her. And yet I really believe in my heart of hearts that I would be nothing without her.

She has always said, “In the end, no matter what happens—you could murder, you could steal, you could be a disgrace—no matter what happens only your mother really loves you. Your mother will never, never turn her back on you. You can’t trust anybody but your mother” And I believe it.



Angela, thirty-nine, a divorced elementary school teacher in a small town, feels her mother’s presence in other ways:


My mother influences my choices even though she’s not here to see what they are. I know what she thinks. I hear her voice when I clean my house, telling me where to put this and where to put that and not to sweep anything under the rug.

I’ve always wanted to become a lawyer. But I hear my mother again, saying, “How could you give up your job and abandon your family? How could you be away from me for two whole years?”

No matter what I do, I always hear her voice. So I don’t clean my house so well—my rebellion. But I also don’t go to law school.



These “messages,” these “voices,” are repeated over a daughter’s lifetime in a maternal litany that shapes the contours of our lives. They begin with the first breath we draw as infants, our physical connection to our mother abruptly severed, and our first step in the journey toward independence as abruptly begun.

Infancy is a time of wondrous sorcery when we have no sense of ourselves as a thing apart from mother. The infant cries and is picked up, its body shudders in relief, unaware of where it ends and the mother begins—they are, as far as the child is concerned, still one. It is the most perfect of unions, every need met—shelter, protection, love, food—all suffused by physical closeness to mother, the warmth and comfort of her skin, the smell and taste of her milk, the soothing reassurance of her voice, her adoring smile and touch.

Unless, of course, the infant cries and is not picked up. Or is yelled at. At that awful moment, the baby, her body tensing, begins to be aware of something missing, even if she does not understand cause and effect; she continues to howl for some thing to ease the panic, the anguish of not being held, or fed, or tended to.

And if mother, or her surrogate, does not “rescue” the child, the world begins to be a dangerous place.

One reason it is vital to respond to an infant’s needs is that the baby feels it is the cause of its own neglect, although this is not a conscious thought. Such narcissistic feelings pave the road to an infant’s psychological and physical growth; since the baby senses no boundaries between herself and her mother, she “believes” that her cries cause the mother to tend to her.

And if the mother does not tend to her, the baby believes that she created her own rejection by not being lovable, not worthy of care. It is a belief that haunts one’s life. (Eventually, if repeatedly ignored for long periods of time or abandoned, the baby shuts down all feeling, all hope, all awareness, all appetite, and loses its will to live.) The absence of “Mommy”—or of whoever the caregiver is—becomes terrifying, even life-threatening.

But if, as is usually the case, its mother does give love and attention and nurturing, the baby begins to learn that the world is a safe place, and she eagerly runs to explore it. For as much as the infant longs for the protective warmth of its mother’s arms, so too does it yearn for a wider world—and the wider world is where the baby finds her “self.”

Watch the toddler, her face wreathed in smiles, triumphantly stomp behind a chair, out of her mother’s sight; and watch also the instant she realizes she cannot see her mother and, her face now frozen in fear, drops like a stone to the floor and frantically scuttles back to her mother’s side.

The baby can “leave”—if, at first, only for a few moments—because, in a sense, she takes her mother with her. Because the mother has, time after time, been there for the baby, the baby becomes acquainted with trust. She internalizes the loving mother, incorporating her in her memory, and so is fueled to withstand longer and longer absences from her. (In adulthood, the internalized mother ultimately blends with the daughter’s sense of self-esteem—she becomes a good mommy to herself and to others. But she can also internalize a bad mommy, as we shall see.)

The internalized, loving mother is the bedrock upon which a sense of self is built, and that sense occurs only when the child feels secure about being separate. All later attachments reflect whether or not a mother has given loving permission to the child to be a “self”—even if that self is very different in temperament, goals, and timetables from the mother’s.

Integral to being emotionally healthy is to have a mother who has the ability to respect her child’s differences and not perceive them as betrayals. Separation presupposes that the mother feels good about herself, and, by recalling her own childhood, that she can both sympathize with her child’s ambivalence about separation and give her a gentle push toward independence.

Such maternal love embraces both intimacy and separation: if she can lovingly let go, you can “leave” and become a confident, loving self, able to survive alone. And if she cannot, you will do anything in your power to stay—in childhood, by figuring out exactly what it is that she wants and delivering it (a “false self), and in adulthood, by becoming excessively needy and inept or by constantly fighting with her. Anger binds us as tightly to our mothers as does surrender to them.

Until you can internalize a good mommy, you cannot trust a wider world.

And so life begins with a balance between the amazing grace of physical closeness to one’s mother and the anguish of being apart from her. Because leaving her is also inherent in the human condition.

   For infant boys and girls, separation means approximately the same thing, with minor differences—they are equally helpless. But once the baby reaches the age of eighteen months or so, the girl baby begins to become aware that she’s different from boys. The world underscores that distinction: Boys are encouraged to take risks, to move as far and freely as possible without harming themselves, to hoard their feelings, to succeed on a solitary course, to be more like Daddy. And girls are encouraged to be cautious, to stay close to home, to wait to be invited to dance, to tell Mommy everything, to be generous, to be sensitive to the feelings of others, to pattern themselves after their mothers.

For these and other reasons, it’s harder for girls to separate from their mothers than it is for boys.

Lucy Rose Fischer, who has studied mother-daughter relationships, writes,


The daughter’s process of separation takes place against a background of mother-daughter intimacy: Mothers (much more than fathers) are argued against, withdrawn from, and rebuffed—while at the same time daughters continue to rely on their mothers’ nurturance. For most of the daughters, it is the stability of their mothers’ attachment to them that allows them to go through the process of separation and develop a sense of independence.



And even if the mother cannot give her daughter that kind of stable love, it is nevertheless more socially acceptable for a daughter than for a son to remain dependent and not strike out on her own.

“During adolescence,” writes psychologist Louise J. Kaplan, “the emotional dissension between mothers and daughters can assume wild proportions. The struggle … is always exacerbated by the subtle social message that girls are better off if they remain childlike” (emphasis added).

Or, as this bit of nineteenth-century doggerel puts it, “Oh, my son’s my son till he gets him a wife/But my daughter’s my daughter all her life.”

Boys Will Be Boys

How different it is for sons. A boy is born separate from his mother in an incalculably important way: having a penis, he is her sexual antithesis. Biology is very much destiny in the nursery; while the culture may smile benignly at the dependent daughter, it recoils at the first inkling that a son may be a “mama’s boy.”

If, according to social and psychological dictates, it is perilous for mothers and daughters to separate entirely, it is as perilous for mothers and sons not to. And the traditional method of preventing either dire eventuality, according to several feminist psychologists—who take issue with the double standard under which children are brought up—is to raise daughters within a framework of attachment, and to raise sons within a framework of separation.

Integral to that double standard, as Nancy Chodorow discusses it in The Reproduction of Mothering, is the fact that child-rearing, especially in the first three years of life, falls almost entirely to women, even when they work full-time. By contrast, most fathers are—and are socially sanctioned to be—relatively detached from the parenting process.

Put in the simplest terms, Chodorow’s theory is this: Boys are encouraged to be separate and autonomous and are considered emotionally handicapped if they are dependent on other people, including mother, father, and siblings. Because they are in childhood usually more in the company of mother, who is the primary caregiver, than of father, sons learn to be “men” by keeping a certain emotional distance from her. And they identify with Dad not through intimacy with him but, as Chodorow puts it, in terms of being “not-mothers.” She writes, “A boy, in order to feel himself adequately masculine … must categorize himself as someone apart … and learn the masculine role in the absence of a continuous and ongoing personal relationship to his father.”

For sons, then, there is no great mystery about separation. All they have to do is watch what Mom does and do the opposite—wear pants, not a dress; be a tough guy, don’t cry; choose the tires for a new car, not its color.

As for daughters, they are accustomed to intimate relationships, and are considered emotionally handicapped if they cannot form attachments. Identification with Mom is a natural and inevitable outgrowth of their ongoing connection and—relative to mothers and sons or daughters and fathers—greater time together. The identification process works both ways: a mother’s daughter is an extension of herself in ways that her son can never be, so Mom expects more of her—more closeness, more understanding, more allegiance.

While such emotional stereotyping handicaps both sexes, it is much harder on girls, who are damned if they remain too attached to mother, because they risk becoming emotionally engulfed, and damned if they reject her entirely, because they risk both devaluing their ability to connect and inviting social derision.

If, in addition to this division of emotional labor, you factor in the mother-son incest taboo—heavy with sexual implications, fraught with the danger of son-father jealousies—it becomes even more urgent for Mom to establish boundaries between herself and her son.

Mother cannot risk causing a rift between father and son, nor can she jeopardize her role as wife by making her son Dad’s rival, and so she sees to it that neither occurs by encouraging the son to be “manly”—to play rough-and-tumble games, to be outdoors, to not be “wimpy,” to be less earth-and hearthbound than her daughter. And, of course, by not becoming too attached to him.

Says Dr. Marianne Goodman, a psychiatrist and associate clinical instructor in adult psychiatry at the Mount Sinai Medical Center in New York,


The whole myth of Oedipus is about a certain natural inborn taboo to the closeness between mothers and sons. Little boys become young adolescents, and when they do, they instinctively are attracted to their mothers—as well as their sisters—because they are the females who are available. But at the same time they are repulsed. And so in order to maintain a boundary between sons and mothers, sons have to push their mothers away. It’s more difficult for daughters to separate from their mothers because girls are not only like mother in sex, but they are like mother in activity.

So if daughters reject mother, they’re made to feel that there’s something wrong with them. But if sons don’t reject mother, there’s something wrong with them.



Society smiles on this tacit agreement that a son ricochet from his mother in almost every way—with mother’s help (save, of course, from being her eventual protector and, perhaps, source of financial support)—and, indeed, frets if he does not. It is mothers, then—even more so than fathers—who are the “builders of men.”

“The Sainted Son”

The result is that, in general, Mom not only has fewer expectations of her son than of her daughter, but, because she feels less ambivalently tied to him, she may even prefer him to her daughter, or so it seems—it’s what I call the “Sainted Son Syndrome.”

The mothers I interviewed who have sons and daughters all confess to treating their sons with greater leniency—and if there is any perceived favoritism, it takes the form of mothers staying off their sons’ backs.

Moreover, mothers can frequently be looser with sons, in part because they don’t expect the same kind of devotion they do of a daughter. The mother of a twenty-four-year-old son put it this way: “There’s not that urgency with him that I have with my daughter, that trying to make up for my childhood, to have a closeness that I didn’t have with my mother. With my son, I have nothing to prove. So he and I can just horse around.”

The inequities of this dynamic are not lost on daughters, who often writhe in prolonged sibling rivalry with a favored brother. “My brother can do no wrong,” says Johanna, thirty-two. “If he calls my mother up, she thinks he’s God almighty; if he doesn’t call, she says, ‘Oh, he’s busy.’ But if I don’t call, I catch hell—she says, ‘I never hear from you.’”

Favoritism toward sons is particularly noticeable when there is an illness in the family—daughters are called upon to be their mothers’ surrogates to help with the “woman’s work” of caregiving. Says Jessica, twenty-nine,


My mom expects so much of me, but she never asks anything of my brother, David. Last year my dad was in the hospital for open-heart surgery, and I left my kids and went down there every day to visit him. One day my son was sick and I couldn’t make it, so I said, “Tell David he has to go.” She said, “He doesn’t want to, he hates seeing Daddy like that.” I said, “And you think I like it?”



A Word About Fathers

Just as maternal favoritism toward sons can erode a daughter’s relationship with her mother, so, too, can a father’s favoritism toward his daughter. Which is not to say that a father does not have a critically important role to play in his daughter’s emotional and psychological well-being.

Under normal circumstances, a girl’s father epitomizes freedom from her mother, an escape from maternal enmeshing. His primary psychological value to his daughter is in providing a sense of separateness from her mother—a function that is less urgent, for the reasons just discussed, with sons.

And, as a buffer between them, he can take the heat off the mother-daughter relationship. He does not use his daughter to fight his marital battles for him, nor does he allow himself to be a conduit for the mother’s or the daughter’s unresolved issues with each other. Instead, he encourages them to sort it out together.

Dr. Louise J. Kaplan, in Oneness and Separateness, argues that while daughters may mirror their mothers, when they are with their fathers they “begin to experience the possibilities of feminine identity outside the exclusive relationship with the mother. Being feminine doesn’t mean being mommy.”

Dad can supply a lap of understanding when Mom is absent, or blue, or out of sorts; his is another voice—indeed, a much deeper voice—that offers a different point of view and that also interprets for his daughter something of what it means to be loved by a man. And if he is closely involved with his daughter in a supportive, sympathetic way, it becomes easier for her to see her mother in a more objective light.

At his best, then, Dad—without being disloyal to his wife or undercutting her authority—becomes his daughter’s safety valve, her male mentor, her port in the storm.

All too often, however, fathers can contribute to mother-daughter hostility. They do so in two ways: by becoming a nearly invisible presence within the family—avoiding upset at all costs and not coming to the daughter’s defense when she is being mistreated; and by making their daughter “Daddy’s Little Girl” and, hence, mother’s rival. Neither course of action augers well for the mother-daughter relationship, as we will see in Chapter Four.

Sorting It Out

For these and other reasons, the mother-daughter relationship is, of all human attachments, the most intense, the most complex, and the most wrenching. And part of why that is so is because the role of mother is the most difficult there is. Women who are mothers are judged more by their parenting “successes” or “failures” than by any other area of their lives, and are held much more accountable for them than fathers are: for mothers, everything, it sometimes seems, is riding on how the kids turn out.

At the same time, women for whom having children means righting previous wrongs from their own childhoods, or ameliorating a bad marriage, may feel shortchanged by the mothering process. Because ultimately, your children, whether sons or daughters, are really only yours in that brief, vibrant, tender moment of their infancy—from the instant they are born to the first time they say no. Which, since “no” can be expressed by a face puckered in rage or spinach spat across a table, can be a matter of weeks or months.

If motherhood is the only identity a woman has, and if that woman was unloved by her mother, a “no” from her child feels like a blow.

All of which is understandable. But it can be an unbearable legacy for the daughters of such mothers, who inherit a double load of angst—their mother’s doomed expectations, and their own. Daughters, more than sons, are stuck with the residue of their mothers’ unmet needs and unrealized dreams.

Striking the delicate balance between longing to merge with mother and wanting to be a self is a lifelong process for both mother and child—the child is trying to create a separate identity, and if the mother did not create such an identity for herself, she may feel like a still-dependent child.

But motherhood is, in a sense, a one-way street; we give to and love our children not so they can love us back in the same way, but so that they will give to and love their children, their partners, their friends. The love they give back to us, child to parent, is unique; it cannot be the same, because being someone’s child, regardless of age, is a thing apart.

We do not have the same loving agendas, nor can we, for when we do, the daughter cannot mature, cannot come into her own.

The unhappy mother-daughter bond that remains unresolved threatens all our attachments. When a daughter cannot separate from her mother, and when she will not or is unable to examine why, her unresolved feelings turn up in all her other relationships—what she could not get from her mother surfaces as an unrealistic need and expectation. She becomes all want, little give; all disappointment, little optimism; all appetite, little confidence. And so she may, in the saddest sense, indeed become more like her mother every day.

According to Dr. Kaplan and other therapists, people often go into therapy because of problems arising out of an inability to separate from their parents, to define themselves and stop trying to win parental approval.

Friendship between two people, even when they are mother and daughter, depends on clear boundaries between where you leave off and I begin; anything else is domination.

And so coming to terms with your mother begins with the hardest step of all: recognizing that all may not be well between you, and realizing that it’s not only okay to reach that awareness, but that it may be imperative to your own mental health and to the potential health of your connection with your mother to do so.

But coming to terms also means acknowledging where your relationship is good and where your mother has honestly done her best. Because, since you and she are natural allies, the potential is there for a loving relationship and deepening understanding. The special bond you have, through shared biology and experience together, can nourish your ability to love and respect and support and learn from each other, cherishing your similarities and your differences. You can enlarge and enrich each other’s worlds.

As Ruthann, forty-two, put it,


Even though we were quite different in personality—she was shy and rather old-fashioned, I was an outspoken kid—it was my mother’s pleasure to see me rebel and be alive. She didn’t want me to be her clone—if anything, she wanted to be more like me, to be more a part of the world. I helped her to do that, but the help was reciprocal—she softened my sharp edges. I never questioned her love for me, never questioned that she would be there to support me in any circumstances. I felt that way until the day she died. I miss her terribly. And in the missing, I realize how very lucky I was that she was my mother.



And since you are also natural enemies, the potential for enmity—sometimes harrowing—is there as well.

Resolving the relationship by treasuring what is good, changing what can be changed, and accepting what cannot, can spell the difference between fulfilling your hopes for yourself or having none, between having a rich future or simply repeating the past, between believing that you are worthy and lovable and loving and believing that you are not and cannot be.

The difficult mother-daughter relationship is a time bomb, set to go off in the next generation. It is inherited as surely as are blue eyes or brown. Curing it is painful; it means shedding light on the dark places of your history to discover where you can look for love and where you must give up looking for it.

But it is not nearly so deadly as pretending that there is no problem.
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Good Mommy/Bad Mommy


My mother was always beautifully dressed, compulsively thin, perfectly made up. And I was always big and clumsy. She was constantly taking me to plastic surgeons and saying to them, “What’s wrong with her?” So I grew up with this tremendous inferiority complex about my appearance.

Once when I was ten and at my most awkward, she said, “If you don’t get your nose fixed, people will stare at you. It’s grotesque.”

“What does ‘grotesque’ mean?” I asked. She said, “Something sickening.”

I wanted to die.

—Lisa, thirty-one



One Saturday evening, in the early stages of researching this book, I went to a large dinner party where there were seven couples present. Over coffee, the topic of conversation turned to children, and I asked, “How many women here have a good relationship with their mothers?” Not one hand went up. The results were unanimous, a fact that was not lost on the women, who, laughing nervously and swiveling their heads to compare responses, looked immensely relieved to discover the mutuality of their melancholy experiences.

The cautious journalist in me dismissed as a fluke the result of my totally unscientific poll. But as the weeks and months went by, I met more and more women to whom I described my project, all but a handful of whom eagerly said, “You’ve got to interview me,” as though about to reveal for the first time a deep and burning secret.

Could it be, I wondered, that there are so many terrible mothers? That many daughters, harboring dark memories, are bereft of loving attachments to their mothers? And why are daughters so embarrassed to discuss it, except, perhaps, privately, and not always then?

According to a study conducted by social scientists Grace Baruch and Rosalind Barnett, the findings of which were the basis of Lifeprints: New Patterns of Love and Work for Today’s Women, approximately 25 percent of women have a “low rapport” with their mothers, and another approximate 25 percent rate the relationship as “somewhat rewarding.” But the numbers may in fact be much higher—a great deal depends on one’s willingness, or ability, to go on record on the subject, or even to acknowledge the possibility. It is virtually impossible to quantify so subjective a matter. Much also depends on the daughters’ perception of what constitutes a “bad mother.”

Few daughters want to admit either that they have a Bad Mommy or that their mothers have serious parenting flaws. To confess that one’s mother hasn’t got the right maternal stuff is, perforce, to be an emotional foundling. There is short-term solace—albeit long-term torment—in a child’s, or an adult’s, denial.

Awareness is no less tormenting (although the pain is briefer, because it is the key to dealing with the legacy of that denial). Vivian Gornick, in Fierce Attachments: A Memoir, her extraordinary chronicle of her relationship with her mother, describes what it was like to feel like a disappointment to her mother and to believe that the consequent tension between them was an ineluctible, immutable fact of her life:


She could not see that her insistent unhappiness was an accusation and a judgment. “You?” it said with each resentful sigh. “You’re not the right one. You cannot deliver up comfort, pleasure, amelioration. But you are my dearest of dears. Your appointed task is to understand, your destiny to live with the daily knowledge that you are insufficient to cure my life of its deprivation.”



Children make this kind of parental mandate manageable by volunteering for blame, a coping mechanism that is perversely constructive. If it is your fault that your mother is miserable, it becomes a potentially fixable affront. Taking blame means that at least the hope of love is still there—all you have to do is deserve it.

Awareness, then, that something is wrong with Mom, and not with you, is in childhood assiduously to be shunned, and once dismissed, recedes deeper in a girl’s—and later, a woman’s—consciousness.

And so, many daughters live out their lives avoiding or abiding or arguing with their mothers—burying the long-ago injury or insult of childhood deprivation under a blanket of forgetfulness—and not confronting it head-on. It’s humiliating to remember the ways in which one demeaned oneself in order to prevent being in a mother’s bad graces, the willingness to do anything in order not to be rejected, when rejection felt like death.

Another reason it is dangerous to acknowledge that you were unloved is that it implies the possibility that your mother may have been right—you are unlovable. This is especially true in families where you are alone in your feelings of anger and longing. You feel isolated—your siblings don’t have the same thorniness with Mom, having had a different experience of her, and may think you are deranged or crassly disloyal, or you may be a reminder of a past they’d prefer to escape.

Unless you have something other than your own experience as a basis for comparison—such as getting to know other families intimately and observing up close another way of being in a family—you may believe the parental judgment of your unworthiness. It is a belief most people try to dilute or deflect.

And so in adulthood, denial picks up steam, fueled by sophisticated rationalizations and lubricated with “fairness.” You leap over your confused feelings of inadequacy to automatic, socially acceptable responses and artful aphorisms.

“Do you love your mother?” someone asks. Your stomach convulses into knots. But your lips say “Of course I love her—she’s my mother” The relationship may not give you what you want, you may even add, she does not give you what you want, but what else is new, maybe you don’t satisfy her either, she’s getting on in years, nobody’s perfect.

All of which is fine and circumspect and evenhanded. But it doesn’t explain the knot in your stomach that doesn’t go away. And it doesn’t explain why every time you hear her voice on the phone you stiffen, alert to possible attack.

Your words and mind muffle your real feelings, but your body interrupts with nonverbal messages: Something is very wrong here and I’m working as hard as I can to keep it hidden, like sitting on an overstuffed trunk to prevent the lid from flying open. The trouble is, you can never let up in your efforts, and in time the denial threatens your mental and physical health and begins to erode your relationships.

Women who feel they must “keep a lid” on their real feelings about their mothers may not realize that two things contribute to their resistance. The first is that they do not feel entitled to their awareness; they have nothing with which to replace it—better an unloving mother than no mother. The second is that we live in a culture that forbids that awareness.

What muzzles the daughter and drives her instincts underground is the Bad Mommy Taboo, the cultural repugnance to and denial of maternal imperfection, which will be the focus of Chapter Three.

But for the purposes of this chapter, it’s important to recognize that we are entitled to our awareness as adults that our relationship may not be normal, not adequate, not loving, because now we can deal with it—we are no longer helpless children. And if we can deal with it, we can begin to see our mothers, and ourselves, in a different, more accepting, light.

To begin sorting out our true feelings, it’s useful to define our terms. How do Good Mothers differ from Bad Mothers?

The Good Mommy

One definition of a good mother is that she “does not inflict on the child [her] own needs at the expense of the child’s.” Another is that the good mother is neither upset by her child’s occasional aggressiveness nor threatened by the child’s individuality and independence; she does not require that her child try constantly to please her.

A good mother can understand that her child may harbor both bad and good feelings about her. At the same time, a good mother can tolerate her own good and bad feelings toward her child. She forgives herself for the occasional maternal glitch—such as a dark, unforgiving mood or loss of temper—and is able to control those lapses by acknowledging them and figuring out what she has done to contribute to her own frustration.

“Her less-than-perfect responses demonstrate to the child that he can possess his mother’s love without having to be a perfect, all-good extension of her self,” writes Dr. Louise J. Kaplan. “By not relinquishing the space that rightfully belongs to her, the mother lets her child go and eases him into the space that rightfully belongs to him.”

And so she can allow her child to be less-than-perfect as well.

Monica, a thirty-five-year-old travel
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