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The myth of the perfect Mother
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Child rearing evokes our most gener-
ous impulses - and our basest - cruelty,
indifferences, possessiveness, envy, and
resentment. As much as we'd rather not
admit it, these feelings are part of all
family life. These feelings are often
denied. We hate to acknowledge them.
Yet denial of these negative emotions
can lead to depression, unhappy con-
flict between mothers and children,
and a great deal of heart-ache when
children’s emotional difficulties move
along with them in their development,
rather than get resolved.

Another way of denying these emo-
tional realities in families is by “forget-

ting” over time. Once children grow
up, mothers get amnesia when it comes

to recognizing how emotionally diffi-
cult it was to raise their children. When
the job is nearly done, and the children
appear to becoming reasonably happy,
healthy responsible adults, mothers
remember the whole process as easy. I
saw this clearly recently, when one my
peers with grown children said, “I
never had a moment’s trouble with my
children!” I can remember full well the
same mother - standing spread-eagle
against the refrigerator door - 16 years
carlier with a four-year-old screaming
that he wanted milk, and she was
screaming back that he wasn’t going to
have it! The child tugged at the refrig-
erator door and hit at his mother! She
yelled back, until he fled in a rage to his
room. Easy? I don’t think so.
Becoming a mother (and father)
awakens the most positive, and the
most negative experiences of our own
childhoods that have long ago been
repressed to our unconscious. We may
no longer remember, but these
numerous experiences with our éwn

parents and siblings help ... as well as
hinder us .... in our own parenting
tasks.

Most of us are quite out of touch
with our unresolved frustrations and
angers from our own childhoods. Our
mothers, like us, had many strengths
.. and many weaknesses. Sometimes
they met our needs well and at other
times did not. When we become par-
ents ourselves, we rework - whether
we like it or not - many of the prob-
lems left over from our own upbring-
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The same mother who experiences
bliss while nursing her beautiful baby
can have fantasies of throwing the baby
over the balcony while the baby cries
unrelentlessly, with colic, night after
night. Although these are normal and
natural fantasies, she may not be able
to acknowledge them. She may admit
these thoughts (as I did) in a disguised
way by saying to the
baby, “You are lucky to
have me for a mother ...
any other mother would
feel like throwing you
over the balcony when
you cry so much.” It was
me, of course, thinking
thoughts of throwing the
crying baby over the bal-
cony, but I attributed
those thoughts to anoth-
er mother. As a new
mother, I couldn’t bear to

None of us really
wants to know
about the cruel,

indifferent,
possessive,
envious and
resentful parts of
ourselves - yet

She found it difficult to overcome her
anger. She came to my parenting class-
es with the problem, because she recog-
nized her anger was deep and wouldn’t
let up very easily.

As I came to know more abour her
feelings, I recognized she was right. Her
anger was unusually strong and it
seemed there must have been some-
thing more than her son pushing his
sister. I encouraged her
to look more deeply,
and search for some-
thing.in her own past
that could be influenc-
ing this problem with
her son. This certainly
does not mean thart
every occurrence of a
child’s aggression is
related to the mother’s
unconscious, but in
this case, because of
her unrelenting nega-

know of my hostility these implllses are cve feelings, I thought

towards my crying baby.
But denying these

present in every

something else must be

coming into play.

real feelings can make human Luckily, this mother
things worse, as the fol- had the courage to
lowing example shows. wonder about her own
Unconscious - fantasies, when they inner world, and whether it was related

remain unknown, can interfere serious-
ly in mother-child relationships.

A mother was extremely angry with
her three-year-old son who often
pushed his year-old sister. The boy was
consistently given -a consequence for
his behaviour, but it did not improve.
This angered and worried his mother.

to her anger towards her son.

One week this mother returned to
She had recalled
something about her past that she
finally realized was interfering with her

class very excited.

loving feelings towards her son. She
told us about her own older brother,
who had pushed her around when she

was little. She remembered how angry
and helpless she felt. Her son’s behav-
lour had been (unconsciously) remind-
ing her of her own rough older brother
who pushed her around. She had been
displacing onto her son her unresolved
anger with her own brother! Once she
recognized that her son’s behaviour had
awakened an old hurt, which had little
to do with her son, she could separate
her old feelings from the present. She
could deal with son in a less angry and
more loving way. Her son, of course,
could feel the difference. Feeling more
certain of his mother’s love, the boy was
not as hostile to his sister.

Looking at the over-all situation
helped this mother resolve a big prob-
lem between her son and herself and
got their relationship back “on track”.
She could never have experienced this
success without having the courage to
think carefully about her own negative
feelings, thoughts and memories con-
nected with her rage. |

None of us really wants to know
about the cruel, indifferent, possessive,
envious and resentful parts of ourselves
- yet these impulses are present in every
human. Like this mother, the more we
are able to notice and think abourt our
darker selves, ironically, the happier we
will be as parents and the happier our

children will be. &
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