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Introduction

There is a saying in psychology that
when you have a stomach ache the whole world is your stomach. When
you have an ache with your mother, it may seem as if the whole
world is composed of problems stemming from your mother.

This book was written initially to deal
with the problems between daughters and mothers. But in many
respects the topic also applies to children of both sexes and
parents of both sexes. Our focus, however, will remain on daughters
and when a daughter feels she is never good enough.

Women are prepared by society to be
nurturing and sensitive, and even self-sacrificing. This is
supposed to lead to being a good mother, even at great personal
cost. Fathers and other males in the growing girl’s home can also
have a major physical and emotional bearing on her.

Of course, the father's influence on
the mother can be important and needs to be considered as well. The
support he offers her, the demands he makes on her, and the
validation he provides her will all be reflected in her emotional
interactions with her daughter. Other family and extended family
influences are also important.

Therapists recognize that there are a
large number of girls and adult women who have significant
difficulties with their mothers. For many girls mothers are much
more likely than their fathers to be the dominant force in the
development of their character. This is for good or for bad. In no
small way this is also due to the fact that so many children are
being raised without a male parent figure in the house. My
experiences as a therapist with young adult women is that they have
to work very hard to find their way through the maze of feelings
about their present or earlier relationships with their mothers.
Fortunately many women have excellent relationships with their
mothers. It would be nice if it applied to everyone.

I've chosen to focus on the
mother-daughter relationship in order to provide a guide to
understanding and resolving problems in this critical relationship
for those who need such help. I hope this book will provide insight
and relief from whatever pain still exists in those relationships
when they are not good. I hope also that the readers themselves who
eventually choose to be mothers will gain an understanding of
themselves such that they will be even better able to become the
mothers that they want to be.







Chapter 1 --
"Understanding Your Mother."

Your mother wasn't born difficult or
harmful. She, like you, is the product of her upbringing and the
society in which she grew up. There are sets of expectations that
apply to women that don't necessarily apply to men. Women, until
recently, were expected to marry and have children, and even if
temperamentally they didn't want to do one or both of these things,
the suggestion was the there. As a result many women married or
became mothers who didn't really want to. That's one reason why
mothers aren't always "natural parents."

Even for women who want to be mothers,
we do not, as a society, offer adequate training in mothering, as
we do, say, for teachers. Often the only models that a woman may
have for mothering is by their own female relatives and mothers,
and these people may not always be an adequate model to
copy.

At the present time, and even as
recently as just a few years ago, there were many pressures on
parents that make parenting very difficult. One of these is the
high rate of divorce which is often coupled with a very high cost
of living. It is almost impossible now for a one parent family to
have an adequate income to lead what used to be called a
middle-class life. Most will work outside of the home which leaves
little energy left to respond fully and compassionately to the many
demands of a young child. The loss of an intimate partner could
also the loss of the emotional support the mother needs for her own
psychological happiness.

Societal pressures also contribute to
certain mental illnesses which interfere with the ability of a
parent to relate to a child. Women generally suffer from more
depression than men in our culture. Depression, either overt or
masked, keeps the mother’s focus on herself rather than on the
child. The problem with difficult or troublesome behaviors in a
child may actually reflect the fact that the parent may be
suffering from depression or other mental illness. Much more about
mental illness will be in a later chapter.

Combined with the pressures of society,
many, but fortunately not all, women have also been the objects of
physical and psychological abuse from the men in their lives, from
their fathers, lovers, husbands, bosses, coworkers, and even
strangers. Such abuse may have effects on women that inhibit their
ability to make loving connections with their children. Even so, on
the whole, there are still many who are likely to be very adequate,
loving and sensitive mothers. In all likelihood these women have
been "socialized" for these very qualities. Society conditions and
lets them be sensitive parents, and this may have the ability to
override any animosity that these women received from the larger
male world. The other very real problem that many people have today
is that women are starting careers, they're in school longer, and
there focus is the mixture of the needs of their career and the
needs of their family. When this can be combined, in a proper way,
it works nicely. But this is not always true.

The other problem is that your mother’s
relationship with her mother may be the same as your relationship
with your mother, only that your mother never broke away from the
bad influence of your grandmother.

Many women bear complex expectations of
what they consider to be a successful “mother.” If a woman sees her
child is not fulfilling her expectations, this is a failure for
her. Mothers seemed to take it more personally when a child is
troubled that do fathers. But in any case, it is sometimes still
extraordinarily difficult to persuade parents that they could use
psychological counseling. It is hard for them to “accept that is
really needed.” Too acknowledge this may represent a blow to the
parent’s self-esteem. This was even truer in the past than it is
today, when needing psychological help was seen as even a greater
stigma. This is especially so in different areas of our country,
but it's changing for the better. If your mother felt that you were
trouble, she feared that she might be blamed, even if only
unconsciously. Because of this she may have kept you away from
mental health professionals who could have helped you, and helped
her as well to explore her own feelings about being a parent in
dealing with the problem. Of course, it is also true that mental
health professionals, like the population in general, until
recently, saw more of child rearing as primarily the responsibility
of mothers.

The measure used to evaluate whether a
woman is a healthy person, psychologically, was usually her ability
to function as a supportive, nurturing wife and mother! This was
often the goal of therapy -- to enhance their capacity to marry and
have children This was, in a way, to develop skills to serve others
without asking for too much for herself! Consequently, she had
reason to feel defensive if her child went to therapy and
complained about her or displayed signs of serious adjustment
problems. There was an unspecified, undercurrent of a suggestion
that perhaps she was not a good enough mother.

Regardless of the reason for a mother’s
failing to be a "good" parent, children suffer because they cannot
be expected to understand all the reasons why their mother can't
give them what they need. Perhaps later in life, after the children
have matured enough to understand something about the psychology
and sociology of their parents, their parents won't look so evil,
but rather they are seen as themselves victims of their own mental
illness or a societal processes. They may see that the lack of
support for parents, especially for mothers, who are not but are
"supposed" to be instinctively "maternal." Still many daughters
admit a bitter feeling towards their mothers, and this is
especially so if the daughters end up having to take care of their
mothers needs rather than the other way around. This reversal of
roles does not really apply to late life situations, but more often
in midlife, when the children are still adolescents and young
adults, and the mothers are not elderly. However, some of these
thoughts and sentiment s continue on into the later years of a
mother’s life.







Chapter 2 -- "The
Remark."

Every daughter knows about the remark;
it is a quick, sarcastic, jabbing comment which contains false
praise or which is an outright criticism. The remark leaves a sick,
angry feeling. And too often it comes with the pain and guilt, and
a feeling that "something is wrong…. and I am to blame for being
that way…"

Most parents use the remark. We all
have heard of, or occasionally have been its victim. But mothers
who are overwhelmingly competitive or critical use it time and time
again. If you are familiar with the concept of the "remark,” then
you know how far too often it becomes part of the expected
interaction between yourself and your mother. It represents a level
of hostility from which your reactions too often develop, and it
speaks to the conflict between your two personalities.

The "remark" can be so common in your
life that its absence makes you nervous -- not getting the jabs is
like the lull before the inevitable storm. This may make you worry
that your mother is so mad at you that her anger has not yet been
released. These periods of waiting are horrible because you know
the anger will certainly come out later, perhaps at home, when
there is no outsider to impress with her role as the superlative
mother.

A sense of foreboding may accompany you
everywhere. You may be unusually prone to anxiety attacks and so
you fear surprises. You are often distrustful of any calm exterior
and are ever-ready for a bosses or someone else’s anger; you expect
always lurks beneath the calmest exterior. You spend a lot of
energy listening for her "hidden messages." The daughter who
suffers some these ongoing fears may develop signs and symptoms of
anxiety and depression, as well as deficiencies in our own self
image development. There is a deep longing for honest, safe
relationships. Things are rarely good enough in a nice way for you
to have some sense of a calm, predictably good relationship. Your
home life contaminates your entire life.

The "remark" most often consists of
nonconstructive criticism when one looks at it on its surface. It
may be clothed in nice, helpful comments -- supposedly friendly
advice -- but careful scrutiny reveals the hostility of the advice.
For example

Susan invited her parents,
cousins, and friends over for Thanksgiving. She spent considerable
amounts of time preparing the food platters, cleaning the house,
and decorating the dining room. Her mother arrived first and within
minutes began reviewing the platters, inspecting the bathroom, and
tugging at the decorations. She took the cloth and went over the
countertop again, spending a particularly long time cleaning around
the sink. Susan walked by and caught her mother's eye -- she noted
a disappointed glance that she had seen so many times before,
suggesting that Susan had not cleaned the sink area as well as her
mother. "I just saw this little spot that you messed and I only
want to help," said her mother. Susan wanted to say something in
return, but over the years had learned that it would be less
stressful to suppress her thoughts than to speak out.

Susan went to dress, and
when she returned her mother asked "Must you always look so plain?
Perhaps you should wear another piece of jewelry and try a new
hairstyle."

Susan had asked her mother
to specifically buy certain types of cakes, but her mother brought
altogether different items because "they looked
prettier."

When the other guests
arrived her mother told everyone how hard Susan had worked to make
the meal, and how proud she was of her daughter's cooking. But
within moments her mother began to talk about a friend of hers who
was having a catered Thanksgiving meal! She even mentioned that
years ago she used to make meals for 30 people, far more than were
at this particular dinner with Susan, and "without the benefit of
microwaves and dishwashers!" Her mother tried to make it sound that
she was giving perfectly innocent comments, but every word crawled
into Susan's craw. There was a concealed suggestion that the mother
could make a better dinner party than Susan.

These remarks are competitive and
hostile. They seek to keep the daughter in her place, and do not
allow her to grow, since to allow growth would mean that the
daughter might eventually outshine her mother. Mothers like this
feel that they would look less important and less competent in
front of her daughter's friends. It is as if the mother made sure
that her self-image was the most important issue at the
Thanksgiving dinner. In a very subtle, clever, polished political
manner, Susan's role in the dinner was moved over to the side so
that the mother could emphasize all the wonderful things about
herself.

Ideally, a mother's comments about a
child's efforts should focus on respecting and supporting the
child's efforts, good intentions and generous spirit. Any
faultfinding by the mother should include productive and useful
comments which can be equally transferred from the family context
into the larger world. The constant faultfinding of Susan's mother
both insulted Susan skills and undermined the motivations and
talents that she had for organizing the dinner.

Learning to ignore her mother's hostile
remarks may be an important step towards freedom for Susan. She may
have to distance herself from her mother so that she can begin to
deal with these issues in a more productive manner. The first step
in separating herself from the emotional grip of these remarks is
learning to listen for the message. Susan knew quite well what her
mother's secret message was. Others probably did not pick up on it.
However, sometimes a close friend or another family member will be
sensitive to the remarks, so if you asked them privately about the
mother's presentation, they could identify that same nuance of
criticism that Susan clearly felt. The second step, which must
become nearly automatic and instantaneous, is for Susan not
overreact to the “remarks.” Instead of showing anger, Susan might
want to point out how they affect her. For example, she might say
something as "Mother, those comments hurt me rather than help me."
But such a comment to her mother will usually be fruitless, and may
even trigger a worse comeback attack towards Susan. Many times
people like Susan will say such comments aren’t worth the
risk.

The “remark” can be regarded as an old,
outdated script that is being re-used to produce a reaction.
Unfortunately they will continue to do just that so as long as
Susan responds with the same old responses. She may also react with
rage and depression, which only complicates her ability to control
her reactions. And if she fights back, then she is overreacting to
herself as well. One cannot fight back or get defensive. Instead
the level of the interaction has to be changed so it doesn't sound
like two kids arguing about who was right and who was wrong as they
insult and hurl accusations at each other.

The key to changing the interaction is
not to take the mother's comments too personally. They have to be
seen as signs of the mother's insecurities, not as legitimate
judgments about the daughter skills or her moral worth. The
daughter has to develop a repertoire of tactics which cool her down
rather than heat up during one of these ordeals. One may have to
try to call attention to the mother's behavior but doing it must be
without insulting her. This may not always work, and so one of the
tactics may be to know how to walk away. But walking what has to be
done without it causing the feeling of giving up; it is just a
political maneuver to keep things from further exploding at that
particular point in time. In fact, walking away actually means that
the walker is winning by leaving the childish behavior behind. In
an ideal situation, it would be nice if the daughter and the mother
could then meet when the two of them are calmer to discuss, in a
more mature and reasonable fashion, the differences that led to the
explosion. Quite often daughter’s tell me this has been tried
countless times and it usually doesn't work. That is sad, but
reality. The mother isn’t yet motivated to discuss
peace.

One bit of advice is to make sure that
the decision to meet, if it should occur, is the decision of the
daughter and not exclusively of the mother. This gives the daughter
little bit more control and a little bit more of an adult stance in
this mediation.

Some of these comments may in some
measure offset these outbursts; they may also offer some opening to
settle things.


	
"I know you think these comments are good for
me, Mother, but criticisms like this make me so upset that I really
can't think straight about them."



	
"I'm sorry that I've disappointed you, but I
try to please myself and I am satisfied with the way I'm keeping my
house (or whatever is the subject of the moment). Let me be
me.”



	
"Well, Mom, you and I have different ideas
about preparing meals (or whatever). And that's okay with me. We
can both be different. You do a lovely job in your home but we
don't have the same style in my home. Can we talk about
it?"



	
"You sound so angry to me, Mom. I wonder why my
appearance should make that much of a difference to you. Is there
some other reason underneath it all that is really making you so
angry at me?" (The mother may probably deny she's angry, and if so,
you can say "well, that's the way it sounds to me, and your anger
makes it hard for me to hear anything else.")



	
"You know, I really would've appreciated your
support tonight. I look forward to pleasing but I can't obviously
do it. I guess I'll just have to live with that. Your opinion means
a lot to me, but it hurts. Can't we talk about it?”





Any of these sophisticated comments
will make it clear to your mother that you are not a child anymore
and you are no longer available for her hostility. You need to feel
good enough about yourself to stand up for yourself. The more you
learn to firmly but tactfully do this, the harder it will be to
knock you down.







Chapter 3 – “How’s That
Again?”

If a microphone could record the
distorted communication patterns that occur between a mother and
her daughter, the listener might hear the daughters say
that:


	
She never knows what her mother really means
because her mother is always giving conflicting
messages.



	
She suspects that her mother distorts and/or
selectively holdbacks important pieces of information.



	
She can rarely, if ever, get her mother to
address the real issues that need to be discussed.





Fourteen year old René argues with her
sister and later tell her mother about the quarrel. René's goals
are to get some mature advice, to use her mother's influence to put
some pressure on her sister to stop the difficult behaviors, and
possibly to win some favor from her mother at her sister's expense.
But as René speaks to her mother, her mother changes the topics so
frequently, and almost masterfully, to bring up other subjects. Her
mother talks about how her sister's husband is not earning a
living, and that three years ago René should have been nicer to her
aunt. René's mother never deals with René's complaints; instead she
changes the subject to avoid what may be a confrontation or
difficult topic. This manipulation and changing of the topics
reflect that her mother did not respect Renée's wishes and needs;
this, in time, could lead to the fact that René will not continue
to seek advice from her mother. If her mother did not want to deal
with the fight between Renée and her sister, then her mother
should've said directly "I prefer not to cure your complaints about
your sister." Or, the mother may have said "I wish you could
resolve these conflicts on your own and not involve me in. I hate
to take sides...”

Iris suffers from a number
of real medical problems as well as some phobias. Yet her mother
describes her medical problems to her psychiatric issues. Every
time Iris wants to describe or discuss an update on her medical
problems, her mother seems to focus and blur all the subjects
together and away from the central topic. Iris never feels that she
has her mother's legitimate attention. As
a result:


	
Iris never feels as if she gets any real help
or guidance from her mother.



	
Iris feels unnerved and jerked around, knowing
that once again her mother has set the agenda for the discussion,
rather than she.



	
Iris feels empty and angry about herself for
continuing to try to get a meaningful response from her mother and
that her mother always manages to control the discussion. Reacting
in this matter to her mother deteriorates her trust in her mother,
and leaves Iris feeling barren.





Rebecca was very angry and
hurt when her mother did not attend her wedding. This followed
years of a very troubled relationship. Never expressed nor
resolved, this wedding related anger seethed and worsened over
time. When Rebecca was hospitalized for a very serious medical
condition, she called her mother, who in turn offered to travel a
considerable distance to visit her. Rebecca rejected the offer,
saying it was too late for her to show this type of invitation, and
that the telephone call was merely to notify her; it was not to ask
for help. At that point her mother changed the topic from the issue
of the visit with Rebecca to how “we can't angry at her each other,
but we had to learn to forgive and forget." Rebecca would have
preferred her mother to say something like "I know I hurt you in
the past, and I'm sorry, and maybe we can make things work out
after so much time." Instead, Rebecca got a lecture and a lot of
stirring up of old guilt and anger feelings towards her
mother.

Her mother twisted the
issues so that the core, painful topic of her refusal to attend the
wedding would be ignored. Look what else she also did to her
daughter: The issues shifted from the subject that Rebecca needed
to discuss -- notifying her about the illness -- to the issues that
the mother needed to discuss. And this was done without the mother
acknowledging any guilt, and it seemed to try to place the mother
in a better position. She put her willingness to visit her ill
daughter in the form of an offer that depended on Rebecca's permission. If
the visit didn't work out, then it would be easy to blame Rebecca
for setting up a meeting that was doomed to fail. Of more concern
is that the mother did not say something like: "I feel very worried
about you now, I want what was to be the past, and I'll see you
tomorrow. Can I bring you anything?”

Of course Rebecca never forced her
mother to openly deal with Rebecca's angry feelings that still
existed from the wedding. Rebecca apparently never knew precisely
why her mother chose not to attend the wedding, but it clearly was
a product of some subset of problems in their relationship from
many years ago. Rebecca dealt with it as she had to learn to do
with so many levels with her mother, namely to keep her off at a
proper distance. Sadly here were two relatives who couldn't get
this worked out. But the fear of working out the problem was less
than the fear of slipping back into old uncomfortable
patterns.

Bella’s sister committed
suicide. Four years Bella felt that her mother's reaction to the
death was complete denial. Bella, on the other hand, was openly
saddened by her sister's death, and she wished that she could sit
and cry together with her mother over the loss. But her mother
remained adamantly resistant to "emotional displays," saying "she's
dead and gone. You must be strong and accept it…"
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