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            Dedication

         
         
            This book is dedicated to all women who are feeling the hunger to embody their truth, to break the cycles of trauma in their
               families, and to more fully express their power and potential. As we heal our personal and collective trauma, we clear the
               way for more female power to manifest in the world. May you feel the support of all the brave women across time and space,
               with you, cheering you on.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            One day you finally knew

            what you had to do, and began,

            though the voices around you

            kept shouting

            their bad advice—

            though the whole house

            began to tremble

            and you felt the old tug

            at your ankles.

            “Mend my life!”

            each voice cried.

            But you didn’t stop.

            You knew what you had to do,

            though the wind pried

            with its stiff fingers

            at the very foundations—

            though their melancholy

            was terrible.

            It was already late

            enough, and a wild night,

            and the road full of fallen

            branches and stones.

            But little by little,

            as you left their voices behind,

            the stars began to burn

            through the sheets of clouds,

            and there was a new voice,

            which you slowly

            recognized as your own,

            that kept you company

            as you strode deeper and deeper

            into the world,

            determined to do

            the only thing you could do—

            determined to save

            the only life you could save.

            “The Journey” by Mary Oliver
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            Author’s Note

         
         The nature of memory and perception is subjective, inherently rooted in the observer’s own experience.

         
         The personal examples in this book are based on my own perceptions of people and events that took place in my childhood and
            how I feel they have impacted my life as an adult.
         

         
         I've done my best to be accurate and fair when describing my recollections of people and events throughout this book and want
            to be clear that these perspectives are not statements of fact but of my own personal opinions and perceptions.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         From a young age, I felt that something was wrong in my relationship with my mother, but instinctively I coped by keeping
            silent and obedient in the role of the “good girl.” Around nineteen, my symptoms became so intense that I sought professional
            help, and was fortunate to embark on a rare decades-long journey with a therapist specializing in in-depth, corrective, relational-based
            therapy, a journey that continues to this day. In the beginning, I avoided examining my relationship with my mother, but I
            felt determined to understand the root cause of my despair, which for years felt like a mystery to me. Week after week, year
            after year, decade after decade, I’ve continued to discover insights, connections, and breakthroughs that I haven’t seen reflected
            in accessible works of personal development, psychology, or self-help.
         

         
         In 2013 I started a blog, hungry to share all that I was discovering about the Mother Wound. No one seemed to be talking about
            this phenomenon, and I wanted to help other women who, like me, were struggling to identify the root cause of their symptoms.
            Almost immediately after I started my blog, my articles began to go viral and word spread quickly across the world. A steady
            stream of emails began pouring in from women telling me their stories and thanking me for articulating the experiences they
            didn’t have the words or the courage to speak about.
         

         
         Synchronicities began to unfold all around me. Several months later, I had just booked a trip to Barcelona, Spain, for a rare vacation when I got an email the next day from a teacher in Barcelona asking if she could translate one of my articles for a women’s workshop. I replied, saying that I’d actually be there at that time and would be happy to give a talk while I’m there about the article. One thing led to another and I ended up teaching two sold-out workshops during a single weekend of that trip. By introducing me to her network of collaborators in Europe, I came back to Spain to do a teaching tour of cities from Barcelona to Bilbao, Madrid, Valladolid, and more. Women traveled from all over Europe to these workshops. Before I knew it, I was taking a train across the UK, teaching workshops in London, Totnes, Frome, Nottingham, and others. Then the invitations started coming in from Budapest, Berlin, Italy, Vienna, Croatia, Belgium, Poland, the Netherlands, and Austria, and from further afield in India, Bali, Japan, and Thailand. 

         
         In every city I went to, I would enter a room packed to the gills with women, curious, nervous, and eager to connect with
            other women and heal this issue. These women ran the gamut from business executives, therapists, academics, and stay-at-home
            moms, to college students, grandmothers, entrepreneurs, and millennials. By the end of each workshop, an initial heaviness
            in the room opened into immense lightness, spaciousness, and electricity in the air. I was amazed at the deep bonds that were
            quickly created as we explored this taboo issue together.
         

         
         Later that year, I returned home from a women’s conference frustrated by what I saw as a lack of depth in our discussion of
            women’s issues. I saw how even at the highest levels of success the Mother Wound was hiding in plain sight but still being
            avoided. From this sense of urgency, I penned an essay called “Why It’s Crucial for Women to Heal the Mother Wound.” This
            particular article appeared to rapidly increase awareness about the Mother Wound to a whole new level, with women starting
            to use the term more widely in news articles, podcasts, workshops, and on social media.
         

         
         I knew that I wanted to write a book about the Mother Wound, but it stayed on the backburner as my business kept expanding as I continued writing, traveling, and teaching. Eventually I was able to leave my job as a university administrator and focus on this work full time. Over time, I noticed that one of the markers of women healing the Mother Wound is an increased willingness to disrupt and transform business as usual, a powerful desire to be true, authentic, and to live life on one’s own terms. I saw women walking away from marriages, jobs, and relationships that didn’t serve them, or begin transforming them from within, and in both cases, inspiring and galvanizing the people around them, moving things to a higher level. 

         
         When Trump was elected, I felt an increased urgency to write a book so that I could reach more women and teach them about
            the Mother Wound, how it relates to dismantling patriarchy, and why it’s important we heal it. One morning I woke up with
            a clear feeling it was time to get the book out as soon as possible; the world was changing and this message was needed more
            than ever. I had planned to reply to one of the publishers who had reached out to me, even without an agent. But it seems
            the universe had other plans as the very next day I received an unsolicited email from an agent interested in representing
            me. The result is the book you are holding in your hands.
         

         
         In short, writing a book about the Mother Wound has been an organic outcome of over two decades of research and painstaking
            inner work. This is the book that I wish I’d had at the time when I began my own journey. This is also a book for this time, a time when a global awakening of women is essential to our collective survival.
         

         
         In this book I will share with you my own journey of how I discovered the Mother Wound and the tools I use to continue to
            work through it myself and with thousands of women. I will also discuss the profound breakthroughs that emerged from finding
            my own Inner Mother, and the resulting insights I’ve gained about feminism, inter-generational trauma, and human potential.
         

         
         
            The Mother Wound Is a Form of Cultural and Familial Trauma Specific to Those Living in a Patriarchy

            Both men and women have the Mother Wound. Manifestations of this wound are personal, cultural, spiritual, and planetary. This
               topic is so endemic in our culture that it could and should fill several volumes: this book is only an introduction, and its
               focus is mostly on the personal level. I have focused here on what the Mother Wound looks like where you will first encounter
               it: in your own experience. I believe once we have each healed the Mother Wound sufficiently on an individual level, we will
               be better prepared to meet the demands of transforming it as a society. This work isn’t about blaming our mothers but about
               generational and intergenerational responsibility. It’s about owning our power as women and, consequently, creating a new
               balance and harmony between healthy masculine and feminine energies in our world.
            

            
            Through the years writers such as Adrienne Rich and Christiane Northrup have mentioned the term “Mother Wound,” but no one
               has ever fleshed out exactly what the Mother Wound is and why it remains a universal experience of women the world over. In
               this book, I aim to fill a crucial gap in our understanding of women’s psychology and empowerment by comprehensively defining
               the Mother Wound, explaining how it manifests in women’s lives, and providing an overarching vision along with practical guidance
               for the healing journey.
            

            
            Although I have bachelor’s and master’s degrees in psychology, I am a coach, not a psychotherapist or a trauma specialist.
               An appendix with more technical terms elaborated on by my therapist, Nicole Ditz, has been provided on page 257 for those
               who want to learn more, as this book will touch on topics like brain functioning and complex developmental trauma.
            

            
            Discovering the Inner Mother will brush up against topics of intersectionality, gender, sexuality, race, religion, and other vectors of our culture laced intrinsically with the Mother Wound. Likewise, the relationship of sons and the Mother Wound, as well as the patterns for fathers interacting with daughters, are incredibly important areas adjacent to the material in this book. The ways in which these topics intersect with the Mother Wound are deserving of quality and in-depth analysis, which the constraints of a single volume do not allow. I look forward to addressing them at length in future works. 

            
            To that end, I would also like to acknowledge that my experiences are informed by the privilege of who I am and where I come
               from as an educated, white, middle-class woman. We are all limited by the scope of our own lives, and my experiences do not
               speak for everyone. I am aware that my own experiences and identities limit my perspectives and understanding. I offer my
               story as one example and a doorway into discussion, in hopes that it will help you shine a light on your own unique situation.
            

            
            I have written this book as a white woman who has benefited from unearned skin-based privileges, who has benefited from the
               painful legacies left by my ancestors, and who is committed to my own internal and external work toward dismantling racism
               and systems of oppression, and to the highest standards of accountability. While my research and conversations with thousands
               of women reveal a resonance with the phenomenon of the Mother Wound across many races and cultures, factors of systemic, institutionalized
               racism, race-based oppression and trauma, and others compound and intersect with the Mother Wound for many women.
            

            
            When I speak of the Mother Wound in the context of patriarchal cultures, I am referring to the pervasive, patriarchal, capitalist cultures rooted in colonization and destruction of the earth that have come to dominate much of the world. This book, describing my own personal story and observations, is intended to serve as merely an opening for a loud chorus of women’s voices from a wide variety of backgrounds, races, and cultures to emerge and share their lived experiences of the Mother Wound. 

            
            While this book is focused on women, I think that anyone who reads it will gain something of value. For those women who are
               mothers, I invite you to read this book from the perspective of yourself as a daughter, as that is the perspective from which the Mother Wound is healed. As you gain insights about how you were raised and the
               impact this had on you, how you show up as a mother is likely to shift in positive ways as a result, enabling stronger, healthier
               bonds with your children.
            

            
            This book moves from the personal to the cultural, beginning with a discussion of what the Mother Wound is, how it manifests,
               and the kind of power dynamics it feeds on. From there, we delve into the process of addressing the trauma within your own
               family, the inner work this requires, and finally the changes you can expect to see as you make your way to the other side.
               At the conclusion of each chapter is a set of questions for reflection, offered to assist you in exploring the material in
               the context of your own experience. For those who read the book and feel ready to dive deeper into the healing process, I
               recommend checking out my website for more resources and information.
            

            
            Ultimately, healing the Mother Wound is not about our mothers. It’s about women embracing ourselves and our gifts without shame. It’s about expanding our capacity for holding and transforming emotional pain into consciousness. It’s about restoring an ancient imbalance created by patriarchy. No longer do we unconsciously feel ourselves to be abandoned children in despair, projecting our unconscious pain all around us. Healing our Mother Wounds allows us to become the loving witness to the beloved child within, and to embody the benevolent feminine consciousness that has been lying dormant within many of us. Intergenerational healing requires that we learn how to embody the very things we never received, to be the loving presence that we longed for ourselves, the unconditional, benevolent presence that’s there no matter what. To realize that within us we have an untapped reservoir of support with which we can link at any time. We become not only the holder but the held, the longing and the longed-for, a collective vessel for something new and unprecedented to be born into this world. 

            
            
               Here’s a brief sample of what we gain through healing the Mother Wound:

               
                  	Resensitize Yourself to Life: Life gets reanimated. Instead of seeing things through a lens of deadening labels and an overlay of traumatic projections,
                     we can more easily perceive the visceral beauty, depth, and preciousness of life all around us.
                  

                  	Integrate Instead of Compartmentalize: We are better able to see life as an integrated whole, and our self-awareness increases. We see connections more than differences.
                     The differences we do see feel less threatening. We are more open to feedback.
                  

                  	Redefine Triggers as Opportunities: Our reactivity is a pointer showing us what is next for us to heal from our past. Each trigger is an opportunity to make new
                     choices that we couldn’t as kids.
                  

                  	Reclaim Embodied Ways of Knowing: Felt experience becomes a source of wisdom and information. We act on our own self-knowledge and learn to trust it. We reclaim
                     ourselves as the authority of our experience. We learn to trust our own observations and intuitions.
                  

                  	Anoint Being over Doing: We trust our need for rest, for silence, for space, for time without feeling like something terrible is going to happen if we aren’t productive. 

                  	De-objectify the World Around You: As we become emotionally available for the traumatized child within us, we become emotionally available for other people,
                     we feel empathy more deeply, and we feel more connected to nonhuman species and the earth itself.
                  

                  	Value the Vulnerable: As we get in touch with the scope and magnitude of how much we suffered emotionally as children, we see value in things like
                     anger and grief, welcoming them rather than judging or shaming ourselves for them. We look forward to the renewal and regeneration
                     they offer and the clarity that always follows in their wake.
                  

               

            

            Healing the Mother Wound is not a quick, glamorous, or easy path. But it is the true path to intergenerational healing and
               transformation that we must undertake to create lasting change for generations of the future. Through this work, we create
               a better world for ourselves, our families, our children, and the earth.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
What Is the Mother Wound?

         
         
            All great truths begin as blasphemy.

            —George Bernard Shaw

         

         
            
               We were a middle-class family in New England. My parents had stable jobs, and we lived in a nice neighborhood. I had a roof
                  over my head, food on the table, and summer vacations. I received new school clothes and was thrown graduation parties. But
                  as well-intentioned as my parents were, to me our home felt like an emotional war zone, with me at the center. My parents
                  married young and, I believe, unconsciously replayed the dysfunctional patterns they had been subjected to growing up within
                  their own families.
               

               
               I was as young as six when my mother told me I was her best friend, and that she loved me more than anyone else. Around the same time, I noticed that my father had begun to stay out late drinking at bars; I would comfort my mother as she cried and join her in being mad at my father when he would finally come home. I was her ally, her warrior, and, in an emotional context, her surrogate spouse. I sensed that my safety depended upon providing her with emotional support. When my dad was out late, we’d watch TV in her bed and talk. Her reliance on me made me feel needed and important, but I also felt imprisoned by her pain. I held out hope that one day my needs would be met, too. 

               
               As the years passed, I increasingly played family mediator—yelling at my dad on behalf of my mom; cushioning my dad from my
                  mother’s rage; stepping in to protect my brother when my father was violent. I was the family sponge for unwanted feelings,
                  the shock absorber for crises, the problem-solver, and the emotional dumping ground. As a result, I continuously buried my
                  needs, observations, feelings, and authentic responses deep within, sacrificing myself while overfunctioning for the family
                  system. I was calm on the outside, but privately hypervigilant for impending catastrophes.
               

               
               Around age seven, my repeating dreams were of finding a real baby, a baby who was mine and whom I could care for. I longed
                  to be a real girl, not a doll, not an object, but a real girl deserving of emotional care and sustained, loving attention
                  from a healthy adult. From elementary school through middle school, I developed a deep devotion to the Virgin Mary. My parents
                  were not religious, so my devotion felt like my own special world apart from them, a lifeline amid the chaos. I would stay
                  over at my great-grandmother’s house on occasion, and she taught me how to pray. I was ten when she died, and I was given
                  all her religious paraphernalia—statues, prayer cards, rosary beads, and books. I created an altar in my room and used to
                  pray that Mary would appear to me on my walk home from school or in my backyard, as she did to the children in Fatima. I would
                  do good deeds secretly, like helping other students at school or being generous with my brother, and offer them to her. I
                  would try to go entire days without committing a single sin.
               

               
               At eleven years old, I remember the silence of the house on a late afternoon when no one else was home. I pulled a large serrated knife out of a drawer in the kitchen and lifted up my shirt. I put the tip of the knife to the center of my chest and closed my eyes. I thought, this would make everything better, everyone would be happier without me. With me erased, I felt their pain and my pain would be finished. Ultimately, I was too scared to go through with it. Looking
                  back I can see how clearly I had perceived my existence as the problem due to how dismissively I felt I was treated throughout
                  my childhood.
               

               
               All the way through college, I remained the “good girl” while feeling stalked by my mother’s needs, which began to feel like
                  an ominous shadow always at my back. From as early as I can remember, she would confide in me about various situations that
                  were troubling her, whether that involved her dysfunctional relationship with my dad or something she was dealing with at
                  work. As I got older, she seemed to expect me to be her sounding board, and with time, my resentment and anger grew about
                  what I perceived as an imbalance in the relationship, which required my needs to be invisible. She appeared to expect me to
                  relieve her from her worries. Often, a mention of my own troubles would seem to cause her to withdraw or be outright hostile.
                  My role as emotional servant seemed to function as a lid on her rage. I felt I could not deviate from this role without some
                  degree of punishment.
               

               
               When I was successful as a student or in the arts, her pride in me always felt laced with the sharp, unspoken demands of “Don’t leave me. Don’t surpass me. Don’t threaten me.” I could acutely sense what felt like a ravenous abyss that she revealed only to me, which seemed to be kept at bay only by my “staying inside the lines” of what I perceived as her expectations that I be her pet, her personal cheerleader, and her best friend. When I expressed opinions that contrasted with hers, set boundaries, demonstrated a moment of confidence, or exerted my independence from her, she treated it as a betrayal. She would respond with a harsh takedown, an exasperated huff, or a swift dismissal of what I had said. Sometimes her response was just an angry, incredulous look, as though my capacity to express a separate reality to hers was causing her an abrupt physical pain. I had recurring dreams of being a prisoner, with my mother as my prison guard, making me sit and watch her eat food as I stood by, starving. 

               
               In college, I was adrift. I was beginning to live my mother’s life, finding myself in relationships similar to the one she
                  had with my father, and on the same career path, training to be a schoolteacher. I felt increasingly lost, depressed, and
                  empty—and was less able to hide it. My own pain began to emerge, but I had no model for self-care. At nineteen, when I became
                  unexpectedly pregnant, I had to stop and reevaluate who I was and who I wanted to be.
               

               
               I remember the day I was in a health food store and went to the bulletin board looking at the flyers and business cards, quietly
                  searching for information on local therapists. My eyes landed on a card that had the symbol of the goddess on it. I called
                  the number on the card. I went to my first therapy session a week after my abortion. I embarked on what was to become twenty-two-plus
                  years of in-depth, intensive, comprehensive, relationally based developmental trauma therapy. This therapy has continued regularly
                  through all these years, up until the present day, and continues to be a lifeline on my journey.
               

               
               Compared to conventional therapy, which typically includes a short-term relief of symptoms, a short duration of therapy with a focus on quick results, and a top-down approach, my therapist, Nicole, offered an intensive trauma-based therapy focused on a deeply reparative, relational process that has helped me profoundly change my wounded internal landscape, heal my inner child parts, and grow the capacity to mother myself. The heart of my work with Nicole has been the formation of a corrective, secure, and healing primary attachment bond, based on a variety of theories and practices from many other schools of psychotherapy. 

               
               The therapy style has been collaborative, with a high level of respect for my individuality, a deep empathic attunement and
                  regard for me, even in moments of hostile countertransference that arose from unconsciously projecting my Mother Wound onto
                  Nicole. In short, because I consistently received precisely the opposite of what I had experienced in my family for so many
                  years, I was able to rework my Mother Wound to a profound degree, culminating in a capacity to support other women in their
                  healing journeys as well.
               

               
               After the abortion, I took a semester off and decided to change my major from education to psychology. I applied to graduate school and moved back in with my parents, continuing to support myself by waiting tables. All this time, I intentionally approached my relationship with my parents in a way that was measured and civil. By the time I had earned my master’s in psychology and been accepted into a doctoral program, I’d fallen in love with David, a coworker and longtime acquaintance, whose sister-in-law was looking for tenants for her apartment in Manhattan. I chose not to pursue a PhD and instead moved with David to New York City, eventually getting a job as a writer/editor at an Ivy League medical school. I’ll never forget riding in the U-Haul as David drove down I-95 South to Hell’s Kitchen on that gray September morning, and opening a greeting card from my mother that read, “I love you like no other.” I abruptly put the card in my purse, took a deep breath, and felt happy to have my own home ahead of me. At this point, I navigated the relationship with my mother through calculated distance to maintain a baseline level of superficial harmony. Even after years in therapy, it wasn’t until I’d had some time and physical distance from my mother that I really began to feel the magnitude of her impact on me. Around this time, I discovered a deep pool of rage and enormous grief over how my mother had treated me and how my father had failed to protect me. 

               
               In consciously exploring my deepest levels of pain in a psychologically skillful, deeply attuned, and corrective therapeutic
                  relationship, I slowly, almost imperceptibly in moments, began to form a new sense of self, feeling increasingly solid ground
                  forming within me. Bit by bit, session by session, year after year, I experienced the joy and relief of becoming free. This
                  was a slow, arduous, and liberating process.
               

               
            

         
         Difficulty and challenges between mothers and daughters are rampant and widespread but not openly spoken about. It’s generally
            considered taboo to acknowledge and discuss painful dynamics with our mothers. This silence about the truth of mother-daughter
            relationships is part of what keeps the Mother Wound in place, keeping it hidden in shadow, festering, and out of view. In
            recent years women are now increasingly willing to break our silence in order to share our truth, heal, and break the cycle
            for future generations, a crucial step for the healing and empowerment of women as a whole. Let’s dive now into defining exactly
            what the Mother Wound is and how it manifests in our lives. The Mother Wound, a social condition rooted in patriarchy, exists
            on four levels: personal, cultural, spiritual, and planetary.
         

         
         
            	Personal Mother Wound: A set of internalized limiting beliefs and patterns that originates from the early dynamics with our mothers that causes problems
               in many areas of our adult lives, impacting how we see ourselves, one another, and our potential.
            

            	Cultural Mother Wound: The systemic devaluation of women in most aspects of patriarchal cultures, rooted in colonization, that have come to dominate
               much of the world, and the dysfunctional imbalance in the world as a result.
            

            	Spiritual Mother Wound: The feeling of being disconnected and alienated from a higher power and life itself.
            

            	Planetary Mother Wound: The harm caused to the earth (e.g., deforestation, mass extinction of species, climate crisis, etc.) that is threatening
               life on this planet.
            

         

         It all starts on the personal level. As we heal the personal level of the Mother Wound, we increase our connection to ourselves,
            to each other, and to the earth.
         

         
         
            The Mother Wound Is Healed at the Level of One’s Daughterhood

            Not every woman is a mother, but all women are daughters. Healing the Mother Wound is not about pitting mothers and daughters against each other; rather, it’s about women collectively stepping into their power. The best thing that a mother can do for her daughter is to commit to healing her own Mother Wound. Through this healing process, she will expand her capacity for self-empathy and thus her empathy and emotional availability for her daughter. Their relationship can then shift from that of “either/or” (“only one of us can be fully lovable and fully powerful”) to one with abundant space for both mother and daughter to each be equally loved and powerful. There is space for belonging as well as space to be a separate individual for both the mother and daughter. This process breaks the enmeshment, or “merging,” that patriarchal cultures foster in the mother-daughter relationship and opens up new possibilities and expressions for authentic connection. 

            
            It is not necessary to be in a relationship with your mother to heal your Mother Wound. Because the Mother Wound is within
               ourselves, we can heal even if our mothers are absent, deceased, or refuse to engage with us in a healthy way. For some women, healing
               the Mother Wound will bring them closer to their mothers, and for others, it will create more distance. One cannot know at
               the outset which way it will go. But in either case, the healing and empowerment of the daughter is the primary result. This
               requires us to have faith that whatever the outcome, we will develop a healthier and more solid connection with ourselves,
               which is essential for our ability to thrive.
            

            
         
         
            The Cost of Avoiding the Mother Wound

            The Mother Wound keeps women separated from themselves, from one another, and from their true empowerment. Our collective
               trauma has been allowed to fester unimpeded through generations, distorting the mother-daughter relationship into a power
               struggle that is impossible to win. The cost of avoiding the Mother Wound is simply too great. It ensures that the disowned
               pain of the Mother Wound will continue to be passed down to future generations.
            

            
            The cost to our personal lives means living our lives indefinitely:

            
            
               	With a vague, persistent sense that “There’s something wrong with me.”

               	Never actualizing our potential out of fear of failure or disapproval.

               	Having weak boundaries and an unclear sense of self.

               	Not feeling worthy or capable of creating what we truly desire.

               	Not feeling safe enough to take up space and voice our truth.

               	Arranging our lives around “not rocking the boat.”

               	Self-sabotaging when we get close to a breakthrough.

               	Unconsciously waiting for our mother’s permission or approval before claiming our own lives.

            

            The cost to society and the world is that generations of women keep themselves small so as not to offend, are compelled to
               blame themselves, and bypass the chance to fulfill their potential. Thus, the genius, power, love, and gifts of countless
               women are lost to the world. This is a tragedy we cannot allow to continue.
            

            
            The cost to the earth is best summed up by Eckhart Tolle: “The pollution of the planet is only an outward reflection of an
               inner psychic pollution: millions of unconscious individuals not taking responsibility for their inner space.”
            

            
         
         
            What We Gain by Healing the Mother Wound

            Until we get to the root of the causes of our inner suffering, which are the foundational patterns put in place in the earliest days of our lives, and mourn the situations that caused us to internalize them, the personal development or spiritual work we do can only reach a superficial level at best. Many of the surface issues that continue to play out in our everyday lives, including struggles in our relationships, careers, and health, all point back to a common core: the pain related to our mothers and the beliefs about ourselves that originated from that primary relationship. I believe healing the Mother Wound is the most important thing a woman can focus on, because of the incredible potential that lies on the other side of it and the magnitude of transformation possible through healing it. No other relationship has the power to limit us or liberate us as our relationship with our mother does. 

            
            Benefits of healing the Mother Wound include:

            
            
               	Being more fluent and skilled in handling our emotions; seeing them as a source of wisdom and information.

               	Having healthy boundaries that support self-actualization.

               	Developing a solid “inner mother” that provides unconditional love, support, and comfort.

               	Knowing ourselves as competent; feeling that anything is possible and being open to miracles and all good things.

               	Being in constant contact with our inner goodness and our ability to bring it into everything we do.

               	Having deep compassion for ourselves and other people.

               	Not taking ourselves too seriously—not needing external validation to feel OK.

               	Trusting life to bring us what we need in every moment.

               	Feeling safe in our own skin and feeling the freedom to be ourselves.

               	Seeing ourselves and our mothers accurately; not taking our mother’s limitations personally.

               	Arriving at gratitude for what our mothers could give us . . . and compassion and acceptance for what they could not give us.
               

            

         
         
            Anger, Shame, and Guilt

            The Mother Wound exists because there is not a safe place for mothers to process their rage about the sacrifices society has demanded of them. In an essay published in Teen Vogue called “Most Women You Know Are Angry. And That’s All Right,” Laurie Penny writes,
            

            
            
               Female anger is taboo, and with good reason—if we ever spoke about it directly, in numbers too big to dismiss, one or two
                  things might have to change. How many times have men in power—including Donald Trump—tried to push back and put down women
                  who criticize them by implying that our opinions are nothing more than a mess of dirty, bloody hormones, none of it rational,
                  none of it real? These jokes are never just jokes. They’re a control strategy. The patriarchy is so scared of women’s anger
                  that eventually we learn to fear it, too.
               

            

            Many adult daughters still unconsciously fear rejection for choosing not to make the same sacrifices as previous generations
               did, and this fear often comes out, unconsciously, to one’s own children. A young daughter is a potent target for a mother’s
               rage, because the daughter has not yet had to give up her personhood for motherhood. The young daughter may remind her mother
               of her own unlived potential. And if the daughter feels worthy enough to reject some of the patriarchal mandates her mother
               has had to swallow, then she can easily trigger that underground rage for the mother.
            

            
         
         
            Healing the Mother Wound Is Not About Blaming Your Mother

            Mother-blame is avoiding responsibility, and healing the Mother Wound is a form of taking personal responsibility.

            
            Mother-blame is characterized by:

            
            
               	Complacency and a sense of victimhood.

               	Hiding from our own power and responsibility.

               	Projecting unprocessed anger onto others.

               	Avoiding underlying grief about your childhood.

            

            Healing the Mother Wound involves:

            
            
               	Examining the mother-daughter relationship with the intention to gain clarity and insight in order to create positive change
                  in our lives.
               

               	Transforming limiting beliefs we’ve inherited with the intention of adopting new beliefs that fully support our self-actualization.

               	Taking responsibility for our own paths by becoming conscious of previously unconscious patterns and making new choices that
                  reflect our true desires.
               

            

            There’s a lot of talk these days about feminism and being an awakened, conscious woman. But the reality is that we cannot
               be truly empowered if we have not yet addressed within us the very places that have felt banished and in exile from the feminine.
               Our first and most formative encounter with female power was with our mothers. Until we have the courage to break the taboo
               and face the pain we have experienced in relation to our mothers, images of female power are another form of fairy tale, a
               fantasy of rescue by a mother who isn’t coming. Waiting for a savior keeps us, to some degree, in immaturity. We have to separate
               the human mother from the archetypal mother in order to be true carriers of conscious female power. We have to deconstruct
               the patriarchal lies, distortions, and faulty structures within us before we can truly build a new foundation within ourselves
               to hold this energy. Until we do this, we remain stuck in a kind of limbo where our empowerment is short-lived and the only
               explanation that seems to make sense is to blame ourselves.
            

            
         
         
            Patriarchy as the Root Cause of the Mother Wound

            Patriarchy gives rise to the Mother Wound. In male-dominated cultures, women are conditioned to think of themselves as “less-than,”
               not deserving or worthy. This feeling of less-than has been internalized and passed down through countless generations of
               women.
            

            
            The corrosive principles of patriarchy that give rise to the Mother Wound include:

            
            
               	Prioritizing men over women.

               	Domination, holding power over.

               	Normalizing the suppression of feelings.

               	Viewing the expression of feelings as inherently weak or bad.

               	Feeling shame for having needs.

               	Feeling shame for resting or slowing down.

               	Needing to produce to feel valued.

               	Violation of boundaries.

               	Sense of scarcity of money, time, love, energy.

               	Feelings of isolation and disconnection.

               	Objectification; not seeing people as people.

               	Obedience and compliance are demanded.

               	Viewing violence as powerful.

               	Admiring a lack of empathy.

               	Romanticizing/eroticizing the dynamics of domination and submission.

               	Looking down upon whatever is perceived as feminine.

               	Considering men as the default human being.

               	Holding the racist belief that “white is right.”

               	Holding the belief that heterosexuality is the norm and ideal.

            

         
         
            Motherhood and the Mother Wound

            Historically, patriarchal cultures have not only treated motherhood as a mandate for women, they’ve also made it oppressive,
               holding mothers to unreasonable standards, such as requiring them to:
            

            
            
               	Relinquish personal ambitions to care for their families.

               	Deplete themselves to support their families and raise children.

               	Be the primary caretakers of the household.

               	Constantly serve others and others’ needs, while not attending to their own.

               	Handle everything with ease 100 percent of the time; have well-behaved children and maintain a high standard of beauty, a
                  sex drive, a successful career, and a solid marriage.
               

            

            Our society’s unspoken messages to mothers include:

            
            
               	“If motherhood is difficult, then it’s your own fault.”

               	“Shame on you if you’re not superhuman.”

               	“There are ‘natural mothers’ for whom motherhood is easy. If you are not one of these, there is something deeply wrong with
                  you.”
               

            

            As a result of these limiting beliefs and superhuman standards, women forgo their dreams, bottle up their desires, and suppress their needs in favor of meeting the cultural ideal of what womanhood should be. This pressure is suffocating for most women, engendering rage, depression, anxiety, and overall emotional pain, which—when not addressed, as is often the case in patriarchal cultures—is then unconsciously passed on to daughters through subtle or even aggressive forms of emotional abandonment (mothers can’t be emotionally present when stressed), manipulation (shame, guilt, and obligation), or rejection. Children interpret these moments of maternal abandonment, rejection, or manipulation as, “There is something wrong with me,” “I’m responsible for my mother’s pain,” or “I can make my mother happy if I’m a good girl.” This makes sense when one considers the limited cognitive development of a child, who sees herself as the cause of all things. Left unaddressed, these unconscious and untrue beliefs at the very core of the Mother Wound can negatively affect every area of our lives. 

            
            For mothers who have indeed sacrificed so much to have children in our culture, it can truly feel like a rejection when your
               daughter surpasses or exceeds the dreams you thought possible for yourself. There may be a sense of feeling owed, or entitled
               to, or needing to be validated by your children, which can be a very subtle but powerful manipulation. This dynamic can cause
               the next generation of daughters to keep themselves small so that their mothers can continue to feel validated and affirmed
               in their identities as “mother,” an identity that many have sacrificed so much for, but received so little support in and
               recognition for in return.
            

            
            Mothers may unconsciously project deep rage toward their children in subtle ways. However, the rage isn’t really toward the
               children. The rage is toward the patriarchal culture that requires women to sacrifice and utterly deplete themselves in order
               to mother a child. For a child who needs her mother, sacrificing herself in an effort to somehow ease her mother’s pain is
               often a subconscious decision made very early in life and usually not discovered as the cause of underlying issues until much
               later, when the daughter herself is an adult.
            

            
            Much of this goes underground because of the many taboos and stereotypes about motherhood in this culture, which say:

            
            
               	Mothers are always nurturing and loving.

               	Mothers should never feel angry or resentful toward their daughters.

               	Mothers and daughters are supposed to be best friends.

            

            While the generational stereotypes have changed across the decades, the underlying message of unrelenting criticism has been the same: in the ’50s, mothers were too put together; in the ’70s, mothers were too lax; in the ’80s, too ambitious; in the ’90s it was all about the participation trophies; in the ’00s, it was the tiger moms. The stereotype of “All mothers should be loving all the time” strips women of their full humanity. Because women are not given permission to be full human beings, society feels justified in not providing full respect, support, and resources to mothers. 

            
            The truth is that mothers are human beings and all mothers have unloving moments. And it’s true that there are mothers who
               are simply unloving most of the time, whether because of addiction or mental illness or some other struggle. Until we are
               willing to face these uncomfortable realities, the Mother Wound will remain in shadow and continue to be passed down through
               the generations.
            

            
            Of course, most mothers want what is best for their daughters.

            
            However, if a mother has not dealt with her own pain or come to terms with the sacrifices she has had to make, then her support
               for her daughter may be laced with messages that subtly instill shame, guilt, or obligation. These messages can seep into
               the most benign of situations, usually in some form of criticism or of bringing praise back to the mother. It’s not usually
               the content of the statement, but rather the energy with which it is conveyed that can carry hidden resentment.
            

            
            Patriarchal cultures not only distort the mother-daughter relationship into this power dynamic, they also put daughters in
               a double bind. If a daughter internalizes her mother’s unconscious beliefs (some form of “I’m not good enough”), then she will have her mother’s
               approval, but she will also have betrayed herself and her own potential. However, if the daughter doesn’t internalize her
               mother’s unconscious beliefs as her own limitations but rather affirms her own power and potential, she is aware that her
               mother may unconsciously see this as a personal rejection.
            

            
            The daughter doesn’t want to risk losing her mother’s love and approval, so internalizing these limiting, unconscious beliefs is a form of loyalty and emotional survival. It may feel dangerous for the daughter to actualize her full potential because this may mean risking some form of rejection by her mother. The daughter may unconsciously sense that her full empowerment may trigger her mother’s sadness or rage at having had to give up parts of herself in her own life. Her compassion for her mother, a desire to please her, and a fear of conflict may cause her to convince herself that it’s safer to shrink and remain small. Hence, daughters grow up in patriarchal cultures having to choose between being empowered and being loved. 

            
         
         
            The Mother Wound Belongs to All Women

            The Mother Wound exists on a spectrum, with healthy, supportive mother-daughter relationships on one end and abusive, traumatic
               mother-daughter relationships on the other end. There are many factors influencing where we fall on this spectrum, such as
               the extent to which the mother has addressed her own Mother Wound and whether there was domestic violence, addiction, or financial
               hardship in the family.
            

            
            A daughter who has a healthy, loving bond with her own mother may not have much of a Mother Wound on the personal level, but
               she must still contend with the cultural Mother Wound. Because patriarchal cultures devalue women and all things feminine,
               this cultural Mother Wound affects how she sees her own body, her potential, and her relationships. However, having a solid, healthy, loving relationship with our mother—one in which we are valued and celebrated for our individual, separate selves while still deeply connected with our mother—protects or buffers us from some of the virulent impacts of cultural patriarchal beliefs about women. 

            
            As author and psychologist Mario Martinez has said, mothers function as “significant cultural editors,” defining the limits
               of what is possible through their own beliefs and behaviors, which we, their children, unconsciously internalize as our own
               as we develop in early life. The limiting messages that we inherit from our mothers have been deeply fused with our deepest
               human needs for love, safety, and belonging. Letting go of those beliefs that hold us back can feel like letting go of “mother”
               herself. Our task is to decouple those inherited beliefs from our need for love, safety, and belonging so that we can effectively
               dispose of them. Because they come from the one person that we as daughters must bond with to survive, disempowering beliefs
               that are passed down through mothers are more damaging than any of the cultural messages combined.
            

            
            The severity of our Mother Wound depends most powerfully on how harshly our mothers were wounded in relation to their own
               mothers. In the best of situations, mothers unintentionally project feelings of inferiority and vulnerability in an innocent effort to protect their daughters
               from potential rejection or shaming (“Don’t be too big, visible, or powerful. If you are, you’ll end up rejected or alone”).
               In the worst of situations, mothers who have deep Mother Wounds of their own will scapegoat their daughters, projecting their disowned pain onto them
               and unleashing abuse or neglect with impunity.
            

            
         
         
            Unconscious, Unacknowledged, and Taboo

            The unconscious mind is responsible for protecting us from our unprocessed pain. In the introduction to his book Before You Know It: The Unconscious Reasons We Do What We Do, John Bargh writes: “Once we acquire the right frame for understanding the interplay between the conscious and the unconscious
               operations of our mind, new opportunities open up to us. We can learn to heal wounds, break habits, overcome prejudices, rebuild
               relationships, and unearth dormant capabilities.” He goes on to write that “after decades of research, experiment after experiment
               has shown that the unconscious isn’t an impenetrable wall, but a door that can be opened.” My favorite line from this section
               of the book points out the biggest ramification of such findings: “Just think how much more control you can gain by recognizing
               and taking account of these [unconscious] influences, instead of pretending they don’t exist (and so allowing them to control
               you).”
            

            
            One of the main cultural messages we receive is that feelings are inherently weak and are to be suppressed. Some emotions
               are actually labeled “negative” and are viewed with judgment as weak, unattractive, inconvenient, and “bad.” At one time or
               another, we’ve all experienced negative feelings toward our mother when she did not or could not meet our needs. Despite the
               fact that numerous studies in the psychology of human development reinforce such feelings as normal, natural, and to be expected,
               children are shamed for acknowledging negative feelings toward their mothers, which causes these emotions to fester into painful
               dynamics that affect their self-concept and ability to thrive in the world.
            

            
            In My Mother/My Self, Nancy Friday’s classic book on the mother-daughter relationship, Friday observes how our tendency to polarize mothers into either idealization (“Mothers are to be revered”) or denigration (“It must be the mother’s fault”) is, on an individual level, “one of our most primitive mechanisms of defense.” As daughters, we don’t want to be in alliance with the patriarchal culture that perpetrates harm toward our mothers, so we turn away from the opportunity to examine the relationship for insight and healing. We’re taught to think of this willful ignorance as beneficial and protective to her and to ourselves. As Friday writes, “We will wait for [the good mother’s] return for years, always convinced that the woman before us, who makes us feel guilty, inadequate, and angry, is not mother.” 

            
            Through the cultural mandate that we see all mothers as loving all the time, we may unconsciously avoid

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
                  
                     
                     
                        	In the context of the principles of patriarchy as described on page 13, in what ways do you see patriarchy influencing your life at the moment? How have you been coping with this? 

                        	As an extension of patriarchy’s devaluation of women, our culture has a wounded relationship with mothers, seeing them as
                           either all-loving all the time or to be blamed for everything. How did your own mother cope with this? How has this cultural
                           distortion impacted your relationship with your mother? To what degree did you feel you had to carry or absorb your mother’s
                           pain as part of the role of being a good daughter?
                        

                     

                  

               

            
         
         
      
   978006884466_coverimage.jpg
A Guide to Healing the Mother Wound

and Claiming Your Personal Power

BETHANY WEBSTER





978006884466_tpimage.jpg
Discovering the

INNER MOTHER

A Guide to Healing the Mother Wound
and Claiming Your Personal Power

Bethany Webster

ks

‘WILLIAM MORROW
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





