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			To suffer with and for and against a child—maternally, egotistically, neurotically, sometimes with a sense of helplessness, sometimes in the illusion of learning wisdom—but always, everywhere, in body and soul, with that child—because that child is a piece of oneself.

			—Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born

			All mothering, whether in family or individual, is made up of both affectionate caring and bitter emotional pain.

			—Thomas Moore, Care of the Soul
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			ambivalence

			US /æmˈbɪv.ə.ləns/ UK /æmˈbɪv.ə.ləns/

			 

			noun [ U ]

			the state of having two opposing feelings at the same time, or being uncertain about how you feel.

			—Cambridge English Dictionary

			ambivalence

			am·biv·a·lence | \ am-ˈbi-və-lən(t)s

			 

			noun

			1: simultaneous and contradictory attitudes or feelings (such as attraction and repulsion) toward an object, person, or action

			2a: continual fluctuation (as between one thing and its opposite)

			b: uncertainty as to which approach to follow

			—Merriam-Webster Dictionary

			ambivalence

			/æmˈbɪvələns/

			 

			noun

			the fact of having or showing both positive and negative feelings about somebody/something

			—Oxford English Dictionary

			Maternal ambivalence

			an “experience shared variously by all mothers in which loving and hating feelings for their children exist side by side.”

			—Rozsika Parker, Torn in Two

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Do we really need another book about mothering? Not especially—there are plenty. Actually, the market is saturated with them, not to mention the overwhelming noisiness of advice and criticism available online and on social media. It seems that the last thing anyone needs is another Christmas stocking stuffer or baby shower gift. So why have I written this one?

			Because there is an aspect of mothering that isn’t yet really understood and needs to be. It’s crucial to our mothering and to most of the interactions that we have with our children. It occurs nearly every day, to nearly every mother on this planet, and it isn’t addressed in books on parenting and raising happy, healthy, well-adjusted children. It doesn’t get airspace on mommy blogs and Facebook forums. Not many people talk about it because they aren’t sure what it means, and they are confused by its taboo language, so they avoid it. In it lies the truth that we have conflicting feelings about our mothering and that we don’t know how to talk about it. Our days with our children are often difficult, repetitive, boring, mindless, and leave us at our wits’ end. We often feel squeezed out, scared by our own sense of hopelessness—sometimes there’s just no ray of light. Motherhood is relentless, and it forces many of us to lie about our true feelings, to admit we’re not perfect. If we confess that we don’t love our children every minute of every day, or that sometimes we are only pretending to, then we also have to believe that there is something not right about us as mothers. Of course, the truth is far from this.

			This scarcely named dynamic is known as maternal ambivalence. It’s the essence of mothering—a mother’s acceptance of her contradictory feelings about her child. It relies on her capacity to choose flow over rigidity. It lies in her understanding that her days hold a multitude of feelings, including joy, resentment, tenderness, exhaustion, anger, irritation, humor, tears, pain, panic, fear, suffering, soothing, elation, and sometimes even pangs of hatred. Despite this reality, we don’t yet have a language that brings these conflicting feelings together and gives the troubling feelings a rightful place. We need words, and a language, that normalize all the mother’s emotions and encourage her to somehow hold them together. While we tend to prioritize the mother’s loving feelings, we are unsure about what to do with the troubling ones, so we go to a default position. This means we usually push the disturbing ones down because they are just too much and they remind us that both our child and ourselves are flawed. What we don’t realize is that the tension between these conflicting emotions actually keeps us going. It renews and transforms us. And even the most distressing, messy, ugly, and unspeakable feelings have value. In owning them and trying to understand rather than dismissing them, our mothering becomes more truthful and real. All our feelings have worth when we learn from them. This is the power that is maternal ambivalence, and it’s the heart of this book.

			This idea did not surface spontaneously for me one day. I’ve long understood, from my own experience and those of mothers around me, that a substantial untapped area of mothering exists. As a psychotherapist, I have continually witnessed a symbolic empty seat reserved for the mother in many sessions with my clients. Whether Mom or Mum, she always had a presence somewhere in the room. While I could find a lot written about mothering from a psychological and social perspective, I knew that something was missing: a connection, a key understanding more about the real, yet unspoken, lived experience of being a mother. So I started a search for something new about mothering that would explain this gap. While trawling the literature, I found Rozsika Parker’s book Torn in Two,1 and the notion of maternal ambivalence entered my life.

			Parker, the groundbreaking writer on the subject of maternal ambivalence, defines it as “the experience shared variously by all mothers in which loving and hating feelings for their children exist side by side,”2 radically naming hatred as part of a mother’s everyday experience and regarding it as a creative energy. She went further by describing “the fleeting (or not so fleeting) feelings of hatred for a child that can grip a mother, the moment of recoil from a much-loved body, the desire to abandon, to smash the untouched plate of food in a toddler’s face, to yank a child’s arm while crossing the road, scrub too hard with a facecloth, change the lock against an adolescent, or the fantasy of hurling a howling baby out of the window.”3 My research into Parker’s and others’ work allowed me to re-envision the daily experience of motherhood for myself as both a mother and a therapist. It led me to discover a version of mothering that is more truthful and organic and less a reflection of social “norms.” Maternal ambivalence encourages us as mothers to own all our feelings and to claim our own genuine voice, the one that belongs to us, rather than the one society expects us to have. My approach will, hopefully, help to change how society dictates the ways a mother is supposed to act and allow her to more honestly acknowledge the feelings she has toward herself and her child, resulting in a more forgiving and nourishing relationship with her child.

			Parker’s work both shocked and intrigued me. I could get my head around the transformative element of the mother’s distressing feelings, but the word “hate” is so disturbing. It’s totally out of our comfort zone—outside of only the most extreme circumstances, hatred is a taboo. However, once I let go of my own moralizing and judgment and began to think as critically and objectively as I could about what Parker was really saying, I was able to reach some clarity. I have refined Parker’s account of hatred as one that is nestled exclusively in the context of maternal love. It is not a static state, rather it is a passing moment. It is fluid. It is a feeling not an action. I’ve witnessed many different responses to the suggestion of maternal hate: paralysis, shock, anger, and also nods of recognition and relief. While as a society we may not yet be comfortable with this seemingly counterintuitive dynamic, albeit within the complexity of maternal love, we need to free ourselves of the ways we’ve been conditioned to think about mothering—to give ourselves an opportunity to rethink mothering and how we define a “good” mother.

			After more than ten years of formulating my ideas about maternal ambivalence—earning a doctorate and writing an academic book along the way—I’ve found a huge gap in the literature and the advice culture of mothering where an understanding of it needs to live. There aren’t enough experts reassuring mothers that these feelings of maternal ambivalence exist, much less that they are normal—and navigable. In fact, they are valuable and essential to an understanding of a mother’s everyday life. Rather than hiding or denying these feelings, or living in shame and guilt for having them, the conversation about maternal ambivalence needs to be discussed widely—without stigma or fear of committing social suicide. Maternal ambivalence encourages the mother to embrace all of her moods and emotions fully. This does not mean acting on them; it means understanding, acknowledging, and processing them. This book is aimed at disrupting long-held beliefs about what a mother should be. Everyone seems to have a stake in, and a comment about, what mothers should or shouldn’t be. There’s that word again. I have an uneasy relationship with this word and the notion of “should,” as I consider that it moralizes. I try to minimize its use in the book, but when it appears, it is in the least judgmental way.

			What is maternal ambivalence? It might be easier to return to the source, to begin with a definition of ambivalence itself. Ambivalence is the coexistence in one person of opposite and conflicting feelings toward someone or something. When we honestly reflect on our feelings and exchanges with others, there are usually multiple emotions involved. We may admit, for example, that while we adore someone, they also annoy us. There are dark and light shades to everyone’s character or behavior. The sting lies in the reality that the closer we are with someone, the more fraught and complicated our feelings and exchanges are, the more often we are triggered, the more sensitive we seem to be. So we can only imagine that in this context, feelings about mothering sometimes go off the charts. Ambivalence exists in all relationships, and its value comes from being able to stay with our contradictory feelings and not reject the difficult ones. It exists in most everyday experiences, and if we can get a general understanding of it, this can help us with our mothering and our daily life.

			To illustrate maternal ambivalence, I will share a few stories:

			Picture a new mom who is totally exhausted from getting up five times during the night with her infant. He has been screaming and pulling at his ears, has red cheeks, and will only settle when she holds him. She’s thinking, “This little shit. I can’t do this anymore. I need sleep.” At 5 a.m., he takes some milk, gives a satisfied smile, and falls asleep on her. As she puts him gently into bed, she realizes he has a tooth coming in. She takes a moment to stare with wonder and utter love before she rolls into bed herself. This bittersweet feeling of exhaustion and love…this is maternal ambivalence. Let’s not disregard the difficult parts of the total experience—these moments are what mothering is about, the melting moments, all part of renewing her love, knowing that she will be doing it all over again in a few hours.

			Visualize the three-year-old toddler at the park with his mother and newborn sister. The mother reminds her son to stay close by and not to climb the slide while she changes her baby’s diaper. After sixty seconds, she turns around to check on him, and she cannot find him. She looks up and sees him at the top of the slide, and is overcome with feelings of fear as she imagines him lying motionless on the ground after he falls. Somehow she manages to calmly climb up the steps of the slide as she coaxes him not to move, and she reaches the top and grabs his hand. At this moment, she is deluged with feelings including anger, relief, resentment, gratitude, and even flashes of hate, which strengthen the overpowering love that she feels at that moment.

			Mom is called to school for the third time this month. Last week, her thirteen-year-old was sliding down the stairs on a suitcase at an excursion, and he broke a chair. The week before, he had been disruptive in class and wasn’t doing his homework. She’s wondering, “Where have I gone wrong?” and “What’s he done now?” “What’s his punishment this time? I have run out of ideas.” “I’m over all this.” When he doesn’t come to meet her at the school office, she is furious. Then the nurse comes and tells her that he has a black eye after defending his mate, who was being bullied in a fight. She melts with love. She judged him—again. He’s so amazing; he’s just out of the mold. She hugs him, and they laugh together as he shows her his black eye.

			Then there’s the eighteen-year-old who is moving further away from her mother every day. She’s out all day with her friends. Mom misses her and is worried because she isn’t answering her phone. She comes in late at night and gives her mother a big hug and kiss before saying, “Sorry, Mom, I was in that school meeting so my phone was off. Remember, I told you this morning. I love you. You are the best.” That’s enough. These little moments recharge our love.

			The next stage of mothering is a new experience. We get to watch our children become adults, and new challenges arise. We have to get comfortable with them moving away from us and forging their new ways of being. We must learn to hold our tongues, to witness and not to comment, to observe as they make and repair their mistakes. We experience ambivalence as we take a step back; we watch and continue to care, but we don’t advise unless asked. We both enjoy and are in pain for and with our children, but it’s their turn now. This is a huge adjustment as we learn to live with those benefits while they mature and their struggles and strains evolve.

			This is maternal ambivalence: the moments that both confront and melt us, and the troubling, discomfiting feelings—those such as disappointment, anger, pity, fatigue—which all meld into and strengthen our love. The exchanges above illustrate so much of the everyday experience of being a mother, the fleeting feelings that affect her so deeply. Maternal ambivalence upsets so many of our expectations for motherhood, particularly that we will love our children wholly and unconditionally from the moment they are born. In fact, the first trauma a mother often experiences is feelings of frustration toward her newborn. When her baby can’t stop crying, she feels out of control. She can’t fix the situation, and she’s exhausted. Sleeplessness puts her on the edge of sanity. She is briefly filled with resentment and helplessness, though she knows her baby isn’t doing this on purpose. After she processes the occurrence—she returns to her mothering and the realization that incidents like this will happen time and again and she must steel herself for them and hope that her love will continue to be renewed and strengthened. When she admits to her distressing feelings, she locates some reality and peace for herself.

			These are the sort of disturbing-yet-commonplace events that happen every day while raising children. They remind us how much we love our child and how much damn work it takes to be a parent. It takes some of us a lifetime to understand the complexities of motherhood.

			Every mother experiences these contradictory feelings about mothering over her years of parenting. Some can admit to this freely. Some are outraged at the suggestion that they might feel any ill will toward their children. And still others reflect that they’ve just never thought about the challenges of parenting that way. A lot of mothers hide from these feelings, attempt to ignore or quash them, and hope that they’ll disappear, even as they are aware that they won’t. The experience of these feelings can have an unbalancing and troubling effect on any mother. A mother who denies them altogether often finds herself trapped in a web of guilt, shame, and rigidity. Despite these barriers, I know that the love we have for our children is vast enough to harbor many uncomfortable, and at times even odious, emotions for the ever-changing experience that is mothering. Human emotions are fluid, and language is likewise flowing and also forgiving.

			The writing of this book is a culmination of many years of examining this misunderstood, taboo, and sidelined maternal dynamic. Paradoxically, this silenced part of mothering is central and an everyday experience. I encourage every mother to claim all her feelings and find a way to become comfortable with them, in a style that fits her, that is her own. By naming and leaning into her true feelings, hopefully she can learn to better navigate any kind of judgment linked with them that surfaces from inside her or from the outside world and, as a result, become the best mother that she can be.

			This book is the start of a new language of mothering. I encourage everyone, mothers and children of mothers, which we all are, to invent, own, and name a language of their own with ambivalence as a core element. Mothering is a mosaic of feelings and experiences. It’s not only a full-time job; it’s a 24/7 emotional and physical enterprise. There are times when it’s happy and successful—and then there are other moments. When all of its facets are honestly examined and lived, any mother must be prepared to recognize and take responsibility for all her feelings. While having children is the most creative and life-affirming act for many women, a connected mother is also open to the continual experience of suffering and pain as well as joy. Her uncomfortable, conflicting feelings are underexamined. While engaging with contradictory and upsetting emotions, by trying to understand and talk about them, an opportunity for transformation and a more fulfilling relationship between herself and her child is possible. By naming these contradictions, we can free the mother to examine and confront her taboo feelings. My greatest hope is that this book joins the relatively small number that have questioned the traditional taboos and stigmas surrounding motherhood and shines a light on their absolute normalcy. Parker’s work, and that of the handful of others who have come before me, has opened my eyes to the value of recognizing all the mother’s feelings, especially the painful and difficult ones, together with the contrary idea that these uncomfortable emotions actually fuel her love. I have spent many years advocating for the place of maternal ambivalence in the maternal language.

			Every person has a story; every mother has her own experience. In this book, mothers will no doubt find their own moments of love, shame, guilt, humor, anger, and frustrations to identify with. While many forces within the mother, and in wider society, conspire to stymie the development of a robust discourse about maternal feelings of ambivalence, one of the intentions of this book is to expose the normalcy of these feelings and to contribute to the continuity of the conversation. My other intention is to help any mother—or parent, grandparent, or child-carer—to achieve an understanding of maternal ambivalence. It is a messy, sometimes frightening and painful, uphill climb, but at its pinnacle is the reward of resilience, love, even happiness and laughter—the best version of oneself possible. I will be here to guide you, validate your feelings, help you to redefine the complex expectations of motherhood, and to find the words and language to understand all of the joys and challenges that mothering holds. The dialogue begins here.

			
			
		

	
		
			One

			What Is Maternal Ambivalence?

			Everyone has a mother. As I wrote in my first book, every person, living or dead, was born to a mother. A child’s emotional awareness of a mother’s presence and absence endures in his or her mind, as he or she negotiates the emotions that this connection, or lack thereof, provokes. One’s inner psyche is deeply affected by one’s relationship with one’s mother. The mother-and-child relationship is our most primal human connection, a child’s first playground. Author Hester Solomon, in David Mann’s anthology Love and Hate,4 describes a mother and her infant as the “first couple in love—the first loving couple: the mother and her infant, and the infant and its mother—which form the basis of all later exchanges.”5 It is a cyclical relationship in which mother and child continually influence one another. An infant cries, and a mother responds with feeding or holding; a mother soothes, and her child recognizes her voice and stops crying. A child cannot exist without its mother; a mother is bound by love to care for her offspring.

			Let’s talk about what we aren’t really allowed to say, though. It’s not a simple relationship; rather, it’s one of the most complex and least understood. Motherhood is the most extreme form of life’s expressions, creating and giving birth to a brand-new human being. For many, having a child is their life’s meaning. It’s also the greatest of life’s challenges. If we’re being real here, motherhood sometimes sucks. Along with the anticipated feelings of deep love, enjoyment, warmth, humor, delight, and connection, there is exasperation, irritation, rage, loss, anguish, shame, despair, and remorse. It is a psychic puzzle. Sometimes these feelings occur over a lifetime; many mothers will tell you that they’re all guaranteed to occur during an hour at the park, in the middle of a busy supermarket, and almost always at bedtime. Mothers are often at a loss with how to deal with their troublesome, painful feelings, which can be overwhelming and even shocking, and which are of course combined with sleepless nights and the ever-present stress of keeping a child well fed, warm, and healthy. This all creates a cycle of worry, shame, and desperation that seems impossible to escape. The more she worries, the more frantic she becomes, and nothing seems to work. She repeats her mistakes over many years of mothering, becoming stuck in the same behaviors, unable to learn from them and transform her perspective. We’ve all been there.

			In our own lives, there is the ever-present background noise of expectations for the mother. Judgment flies in formation over our heads constantly, whether from the outside world or within. Historically, mothers have been painted in terms of either/or. She is either wonderful or terrible, caring or neglectful, loving or vicious. She is rarely seen as both, or as more than two-dimensional. She can be only angel or devil. This labeling system simply does not allow any mother the room she needs to make mistakes, to be flawed, or to explore her negative feelings in a meaningful way, to forgive herself or to feel forgiven. Everyone seems to have a stake in, and a comment about, what mothers should or shouldn’t be. There’s that word again, moralizing over the undisputed human condition.

			Being a mom is so difficult some days. We are pulled in so many different directions by our children, and we are supposed to be caring, selfless, and remain an adult all the time, even when it becomes too much. How do we make room to acknowledge and talk about maternal ambivalence, a forbidden and silenced but daily part of our mothering?

			Making sense of these contradictions in order to live with them in a peaceful and productive way may be the greatest challenge of all. As a mother of three, I’ve struggled—and still do—with my mothering. While my children are all things to me—the wonder, love, and accomplishment of my life—they also test me continually as I tread the awe, joy, and heartbreak of being a mother and its continual twists and turns. On that score, I’m not so different from any other mother.

			I suppose my difference creeps in in the way that I have dealt with my experience of mothering and its combination of awe, joy, and heartbreak. It hasn’t been
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