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INTRODUCTION

Andrea O°Reilly

“Few subjects so provoke anxiety among feminists,” Robin Morgan writes,
“as the fourletter word sons” (38). “We’ve thought and talked about, writ-
ten and read about, mothers and daughters,” Morgan continues, “but with
a few notable exceptions we’ve averted our eyes from The Other Touchy
Subject. Yet that subject goes to the heart of practicing what we claim to
believe, that ‘the personal is political.” It goes to the crux of power and of
patriarchy—even though it also grazes the living nerves of love” (38).

In September 1997 the Centre for Feminist Research at York University
hosted an international conference entitled “Mothers and Daughters: Mov-
ing into the Next Millennium” attended by more than one hundred and
fifty speakers from around the world. Throughout the weekend, as partici-
pants probed the myriad and complex issues that mothers and daughters
face at the start of a new millennium, we also, over coffee and at dinner,
began to talk about our sons. The women, those who were mothers of sons
and others who were concerned about boys today, began to ask, at first with
some hesitation and then with increasing urgency, whether we, in our acad-
emic and personal interest in the mother-daughter relation, had in some
fundamental way wronged our sons, let them down or simply forgotten
them. Had we, in our negligence or disinterest, academic and otherwise,
given our sons up to patriarchy, done to them what we have spent our lives
fighting against for ourselves and for our daughters. Has feminism, as
Babette Smith argues in Mothers and Sons, “failed the mothers of sons?” (ix).

Whether feminism has failed sons or not, it has, as Nancy Backes suggests in
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her recent article, forgotten them. “Although [the mother-son] relation-

2]

ship, is one of life’s most permanent and powerful relations,” writes
Backes, “mothers and sons have not been much studied.”! The mother-son
relationship, it would seem, is indeed, as Linda Forcey notes in her book
Mothers of Sons, a “taboo topic” (2).

In response to this silence surrounding the mother-son relation, the
Centre for Feminist Research at York University and the newly formed
Association for Research on Mothering planned for the fall of 1998 a fol-
low-up conference on “Mothers and Sons: Challenges and Possibilities.”?
Attended by more than seventy speakers from a dozen countries, the con-
ference sought to identify and investigate the salient issues of this
emerging field of feminist inquiry. On the eve of the first day of the con-
ference, moments before the opening reception, an earthquake hit
Toronto, causing the buildings at the York conference site to shake. And
though the earthquake was a minor one and did not result in any damage,
it nonetheless, became the topic of conversation that evening, particularly
among local participants, as earthquakes are rare occurrences in south-
western Ontario. On the final morning of the conference, an unexplained
power failure at York put the lights out in the conference building, leaving
many participants stranded in darkened washrooms and hallways. By the
end of the conference weekend, participants were convinced that these
most unusual, perhaps even supernatural, occurrences were portents, tes-
tifying to the significance of this conference on mothers and sons. We
joked that while a feminist conference on mothers and sons had indeed
caused the earth to move, the complexities of the issues raised at this very
same conference left most of us stumbling in the dark intellectually. This
volume, developed from the conference, seeks to move forward, as the
earth did on the eve of the conference, the feminist dialogue on mothers
and sons and to shed new light on this important relationship that has
increasingly engaged the minds and hearts of mothers and feminist acade-
mics alike.

Organizing the chapters of the book proved to be a difficult task
because of the complex interrelation of the topics and issues raised. In
the end, after many revisions I decided upon a triad thematic arrange-
ment to reflect and expand upon what emerged as the three central,
albeit overlapping, themes of the conference. The first section, “Mother-
ing and Motherhood,” looks at women’s mothering and considers the
various ways that the institution of motherhood oppresses women, cir-
cumvents mother-son attachment, and causes boys to be raised sexist and
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masculine, as it is defined in patriarchal culture. Mothers must, the con-
tributors argue, redefine mothering in ways that accord them authority
and authenticity that, in turn, will enable them to challenge the patriar-
chal dictates of both motherhood—for themselves—and masculinization
for their sons. The next section, “Men and Masculinities,” examines the
various ways feminist mothers seek to dismantle, destabilize, and decon-
struct normative patterns of male socialization and traditional definitions
of masculinity. The contributors argue that the masculinity our culture
requires boys to assume is harmful to them and society at large. “Mothers
and Sons: Connections and Disconnections,” the section that concludes
the book, challenges the assumption, both lay and academic, that sons
must separate from their mothers to achieve psychological wellness and
maturity. The contributors contend that in fact it is mother and son dis-
connection that harms men psychologically. This section imagines and
investigates ways to foster mother-son connection; as well, it identifies and
interrogates those cultural forces that cause disconnection.

Mothering and Motherhood

In Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution, Adrienne Rich
distinguishes between two meanings of motherhood: “the potential rela-
tionship of any woman to her powers of reproduction and to children; and
the institution which aims at ensuring that that potential—and all
women—shall remain under male control” (13). Across cultures and
throughout history most women mother in the institution of motherhood;
that is, women’s mothering is defined and controlled by the larger patriar-
chal society in which they live. It has long been recognized in the “Mothers
and Daughters” scholarship that mothers who raise daughters in accor-
dance with patriarchal motherhood enact and perpetuate patriarchal
strictures of gender socialization.? Mothers must therefore, according to
this literature, reject patriarchal motherhood if they hope to raise empow-
ered daughters. Daughters need, according to Rich, “mothers who want
their own freedom and ours. . . . The quality of a mother’s life—however
embattled and unprotected—is her primary bequest to her daughter,
because a woman who can believe in herself, who is a fighter, and who con-
tinues to struggle to create livable space around her, is demonstrating to
her daughter that these possibilities exist” (247).

Writing of lesbian mothering in Politics of the Heart, Baba Cooper
describes this mothering as radical mothering: “involving children in
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disloyalty to the culture the mother is expected to transmit at the expense
of woman-bonding and female empowerment” (238). Women must, as
Rich has argued on many occasions, be outlaws from the institution of
motherhood and engage in gynocentric mothering that nurtures the
power of their female selves and that of their daughters. Whether it be
termed courageous mothering as Rich describes it, or radical mothering as
defined by Cooper, this practice of mothering calls for the empowerment
of daughters and mothers and recognizes that the former is only possible
with the latter. As Judith Arcana writes, “If we want girls to grow into free
women, brave and strong, we must be those women ourselves” (33).
Women must, in other words, mother against motherhood.

The emergent feminist scholarship on the mother-son relationship also
emphasizes the importance of interrogating and dismantling the patriar-
chal institution of motherhood. In the mother-daughter literature it is
recognized that in order for mothers to instill agency, authority, and
authenticity in their growing daughters, the mothers must model these
same attributes in their own daily lives. In contrast, the teaching of anti-
sexism and the undermining of masculine socialization are the explicit
goals of feminist mothering of sons. Feminist mothering of sons, in other
words, seeks to destabilize the normative practice of masculinization. Some
writers on the mother-son relation go on to argue that the institution of
motherhood fosters both sexism and patriarchal masculinity and thus
mothers must reject traditional motherhood in order to bring about the
gender transformation they wish for themselves and their sons. Judith
Arcana, for example, in Every Mother’s Son (1983), the first book-length
study of the mother-son relationship, argues that traditional motherhood
positions mothers as secondary to, and in service to, children and men.
“Though children of both sexes,” Arcana writes, “put their mothers in the
position of servants . . . mothers of sons, whether we feel it in the moment
or not, are inadvertently reinforcing the sexist premise that women exist to
serve men. . . . Men learn from infancy to expect and solicit selflessness
and cherishing care at the hands of women” (101, 102). While “daughters
learn from our mothers to be mothers,” to give in that disastrously self-
destructive way that has been honored by men as true motherhood; sons
learn to expect such treatment from women” (102). Given that women’s sec-
ondary status is enforced in both the gender arena (service to men), and
in the maternal realm (service to children), mothers must, if they hope to
raise nonsexist men who reject traditional masculinity, challenge both
patriarchal imperatives: women are to serve both men and children.



INTRODUCTION ®m 5

Contemporary feminist writing on the mother-and-son relation, exam-
ines, as did Arcana’s early work, the interconnectedness of traditional
manhood and traditional motherhood and argues, similar to Arcana, that
in order to change the way men experience and define masculinity,
women must change the way they define and experience motherhood.
This theme is explored in the first section of this volume. Writing from a
variety of maternal standpoints and drawing upon both experience and
theory, the contributors seek to imagine and implement “mothering
against motherhood.” Each author in her own way positions herself as an
outlaw from the institution of motherhood, and resists in both word and
deed what Toni Morrison defines in another context as “the master narra-
tive” of motherhood. Motherhood, as we know, is a cultural construction
that varies with time, place, and family circumstance; there is no one essen-
tial or universal experience of motherhood. However, the diverse
meanings and experiences of mothering become marginalized and erased
through the construction of an official definition of motherhood that, in
turn, becomes codified as the official and only meaning of motherhood;
alternative meanings of motherhood are marginalized and rendered ille-
gitimate. The real and normal script of motherhood, according to the
hegemonic narrative, is performed by white, heterosexual, middle-class,
able-bodied women who are married and raising their children in a
nuclear family, preferably as stay-at-home mothers. The authors, whether
by choice or circumstance, refuse this patriarchal maternal role and
mother their sons outside and against the institution of motherhood. This
mode of mothering, the contributors argue, enables them to thwart the
destructive process of traditional masculine socialization and thus raise
healthier and happier boys.

Mary Kay Blakely, in the opening chapter of this section, describes both

“we

herself and her two sons as “‘outlaws from the institution of motherhood,’
as Adrienne Rich described those who drift—or flee from traditional rules
and expectations.” Blakely’s chapter, a narrative of her outlaw journey
through motherhood, details with both humor and honesty the various
maternal identities—“a working mother, a divorced mother, a poor
mother, an almost-remarried mother, a comatose mother, a long-distance
mother, and, finally, a deliberately single mother”—she acquired, whether
by choice or circumstance, as an expatriate of motherhood. “The real life
of mothers,” Blakely writes, “[bears] little resemblance to the plot outlined
in most of the books and articles [we] read.” And while the reality of moth-

erhood may be, in Blakely’s words, “painful or compromising,” it is
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nonetheless, “prefer[able] to the national game of Let’s Pretend—the
fantasy in which we are all supposed to pass for perfect mothers, living in
the traditional version of a perfect family.” Audre Lorde once wrote, “The
strongest lesson I can teach my son is the same lesson I teach my daughter:
how to be who he wishes to be for himself. And the best way I can do this is
to be who I am and hope that he will learn from this not how to be me,
which is not possible, but how to be himself” (77). Feminist writers on the
mother-daughter relationship argue that mothers must act and speak from
truth and authenticity if they hope to achieve empowerment for themselves
and their girl children. A mother of sons also must, Blakely argues, mother
from a place of truth and authenticity and model for her son resistance so
that he may, in Audre Lorde’s words, “move to that voice within himself,
rather than to those raucous, persuasive or threatening voices from outside,
pressuring him to be what the world wants him to be” (77). Therefore,
“[while] getting bounced from the game [of Let’s Pretend] into actual life,”
Blakely writes, “is invariably traumatic,” it is better for us and our sons.

The second chapter by Jacqueline Haessly also narrates the author’s
exile from the institution of patriarchal motherhood and argues, as did
Blakely’s piece, that as an outlaw she was a better mother for herself and
her sons. Blakely came to be an outlaw through both choice and circum-
stance as a “working” and later as a divorced and single mother and as a
feminist mother. Haessly’s “drift,” to use Rich’s term, from traditional
motherhood was occasioned by her commitment to “feminist parenting
for justice and peace” and her (and her husband’s) decision to adopt four
special needs children, three of whom were boys. Traditional motherhood
is not informed by a peacemaking or feminist child-rearing philosophy,
nor does the normative discourse of the good mother in the perfect family
take into account the lived realities of raising children with special needs.
It is assumed that the children, as with the mother and father, are in good
mental and physical health, are able-bodied, are of the same race/ethnic-
ity as their (presumably white) opposite-sex parents, and are biologically
related to them. In this chapter Haessly details the aims and challenges of
“peaceful” parenting and those of raising special needs children. “While
all families may experience challenges in their efforts to promote peace in
the family,” writes Haessly, “there are special challenges for families with
special needs sons.” She explains that “Peacemaking in the family is about
creating peaceful environments where everyone can feel safe.” Children
who have been abused or abandoned, in particular, need such a space; as
well they need nurturing touch. However, with sons, this, as Haessly
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explains, “pose[s] greater challenges because the culture itself and peer
pressure have boys turning away from demonstrative contact with both
fathers and mothers.” As with Blakely, Haessly was able to be a good and
effective mother for her children—and in particular her adopted special
needs sons—and nurture them well and safely into adulthood only as an
outlaw from the institution of motherhood.

The third chapter in this section, “Masculinity, Matriarchy, and Myth: A
Black Feminist Perspective” by Claudette Lee and Ethel Williams, moves us
from narrative to theory in considering how women mother sons against
and outside the institution of motherhood. Lee and Williams argue that
the harsh cultural realities of being black in America—racism, poverty, and
the inordinately high rate of black male incarceration—have necessitated,
in their words, “that black women take a different approach to both femi-
nism and the parental relationship with their sons.” African-American
mothering of sons is specifically racially determined in its concern for
sons’ safety and in its emphasis on survival. “The major challenge, however,
to a black mother raising sons today,” as Lee and Williams explain,
“remains the same as that of yesterday,” or what Sara Ruddick defines “as
the central constitutive, invariant aim of maternal practice” (19). African-
American mothering, they go on to explain, “differs in its need to impose
a sense of awareness of a racially oppressive society, and how to survive
physically, mentally, and emotionally in an environment often hostile to
the existence of blacks, especially black males.” Black mothering is also
concerned with wanting children, in Williams and Lee’s words, “to be com-
fortable with their blackness, to be secure, to be proud, and to be able to
love.” African-American mothers of sons, from necessity, mother in ways
different from what is prescribed in the normative ideology/institution of
motherhood. Moreover, it is this specific African-American practice/phi-
losophy of mothering, Lee and Williams emphasize, that enables black
mothers to keep their sons safe in a hostile world and raise them to be men
proud of their African-American ancestry and identity.

The next chapter in this section, “Mothers, Sons, and the Art of Peace-
building” by Linda Forcey, revisits and expands upon the theme of
mothering and peacemaking first raised by Haessly in her chapter on spe-
cial needs sons. Mothers of sons, according to Forcey, understand their
work as mothers of sons to be that of “peacekeepers and peacemakers” and
they interpret peace as meaning “the absence of conflict” or “peace at any
price.” This definition of both peace and women’s role as “peacemakers”
impedes, Forcey argues, the formation and implementation of “genuine
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peacebuilding at the familial and larger public levels.” Mothering becomes
constructed as peacemaking, as Forcey explains, because our culture
assumes that women are, by virtue of either biology, socialization, or both,
best suited to the task of nurturance and peacemaking and that the duty of
children-rearing is, and should be, the sole responsibility of mothers. Gen-
uine peacebuilding in both the home and the world at large, Forcey
emphasizes, requires that mothers reject the responsibility assignment and
redefine child rearing as a truly shared activity. Her chapter concludes by
investigating the various ways we may redefine motherhood and considers,
in turn, how true peacebuilding facilitates, and is facilitated by, this redefi-
nition of motherhood.

My chapter, which concludes the section, examines three schools of
feminist thought with respect to mothers and sons to determine how
women’s maternal role/identity and the motherson relation are repre-
sented in each. The chapter opens referencing the ancient myths of
Jocasta/Oedipus and Clytemnestra/Orestes. These patriarchal narratives
both in their ancient forms and in their modern renditions enact maternal
erasure and enforce mother-son separation. The chapter goes on to argue
that maternal erasure and disconnection are central as well to early Anglo-
American feminist thought on mothers and sons, which tended to
downplay and devalue women’s role and identity as mothers. The chapter
considers how recent Anglo-American feminist writings on mothers and
sons call into question the patriarchal and early feminist perspective on
maternal displacement to emphasize mother-son connection. Finally, the
chapter reviews recent African-American feminist thought on mothers and
sons to explore both its emphasis on maternal presence and involvement
and its specific, racially determined mode of rearing sons. The new femi-
nist perspectives—Anglo-American and African-American—the chapter
concludes, by highlighting maternal agency, authority, and responsibility
and in foregrounding mother-son connection, have imagined and made

possible a truly feminist narrative of mothers and sons.

Men and Masculinities

Robert Bly in his best-selling book, Iron _John, argues that the modern man
“is not happy . . . he is life preserving but not life giving . . . his life is full of
anguish and grief” (2-4). Morever, modern men are, according to Bly,
“soft.” They have discovered their “feminine side” but have left unexplored
their true essential masculinity: “Many men say to me that they literally
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don’t know what the word man means” (234). Healing occurs, Bly argues,
only when men get in touch with their essential masculinity and free what
he calls “the wild man inside.” The son must “move from the mother’s
realm to the father’s realm” (ix). “When women, even women with the best
intentions” writes Bly “bring up a boy alone, he may in some way have no
male face, or he may have no face at all” (17). The journey to manhood
therefore requires “a clean break from the mother” (19) because the
American male grows up with too much mothering and not enough
fathering. He suffers from what Bly calls “father hunger.”

Feminist theory has long critiqued Bly’s misogynist and mother-blaming
narrative of manhood and has argued that the “wild man” masculinity
championed by Bly is harmful to men themselves and society at large.* And
while many feminists would agree with Bly that we as a culture now face, in
the jargon of media pundits, a “crisis in masculinity,” they see neither
hypermasculinity nor heightened male bonding as the solution. The emer-
gent literature on masculinity written by men argues that while sons learn
that they are beneficiaries of power and privilege, they pay a high price for
this status. Michael Kaufman, for example, describes masculinity as “an
idealized version of what it means to be male . . . a collective hallucination
... astate of mind and a story of how to behave” (25, 32, 29). Having been
socialized to repress and deny emotions associated with the feminine—
empathy, vulnerability, compassion, gentleness—and taught to tough it out
on their own through our culture’s valorization of independent, individu-
alistic (and fully individuated) masculinity, men grow into manhood
deeply wounded and isolated. Masculinity then becomes a facade or a
place of refuge, where men seek to convince themselves and others that
they are as brave and strong as the idealized version of masculinity pur-
ports them to be. Writers on masculinity, men and women alike, agree that
masculinity, as with femininity, is a cultural construct that exits in a con-
stant state of flux, its meaning continually shifting in response to changing
economic, political, and social times. While most men today, as Carol
Tavris has observed, “reject the John Wayne model of masculinity, they
seem less sure than women about what should replace it” (49). Likewise,
men and, to a lesser degree, women seem uncertain about how they would
go about creating these desired new masculinities. Generally, writers on
masculinity reject Bly’s father-son attachment thesis and see a change in
traditional gender socialization practices as a way to engender new mas-
culinities. However, what is curiously absent or downplayed in the new
masculinity literature is the relationship a son has with his mother, and she
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with him. The notable exception is William Pollack’s 1998 book Real Boys:
Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths of Boyhood, examined in the final section of
the introduction.

“Traditionally, Western culture,” as Sharon Abbey notes in her chapter
in this book, “celebrated the powerful connections that develop between
mothers and sons. However, we have recently lost sight of much of this wis-
dom recently and, as a result, have closed off channels for its appropriate
expression.” This, I would suggest, explains, at least in part, the absence
and/or marginalization of the mother-son relationship in the new mas-
culinity literature. Evidence of this marginalization may be found even in
feminist, woman-authored works on masculinity such as Susan Faludi’s
recent best-selling book Stiffed: The Betrayal of the American Man. Signifi-
cantly, the words “mother” and “motherhood” in the book’s exceptionally
detailed index have only a handful of entries while the word “father” yields
close to a hundred listings. The book argues that men of the baby boom
generation have been betrayed or stiffed by their own fathers and the
fathers of male culture—bosses, teachers, corporations—because the ide-
alized manhood they have been guaranteed and promised as their
birthright is no longer theirs for the taking. These sons, according to
Faludi, as Lillian Robinson notes in her review, “far from mastering society,
nature and the cosmos, . . . have been acted upon by social forces that
make them feel not only that they’re not powerful, but that they're not
men” (3). “The handiest scapegoat for masculine impotence,” as Robinson
continues, “is the rise of feminism. . . . [and for the disinherited white
males], people of colour [were targeted] for taking what belonged by right
to them” (3).

The economic transition from industry to service, from production to
consumption, redefined the way men and the culture at large view man-
hood. Where once manhood was demonstrated by utility, today manhood
is largely displayed, in Faludi’s words, in an “ornamental” manner, similar
to the way our culture has traditionally defined the feminine. “The fifties
housewife,” explains Faludi, “stripped of her connection to a wider world
and invited to fill the void with shopping and the ornamental display of
her ultra-femininity, could be said to have morphed into the nineties man,
stripped of his connections to a wider world and invited to fill the void with
consumption and a gym-bred display of his ultra-masculinity” (40). In con-
trast, manhood demonstrated by utility was, again in Faludi’s words,
“defined by character, by the inner qualities of stoicism, integrity, reliabil-
ity, the ability to shoulder the burdens, the willingness to put others first,
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the desire to protect and provide and sacrifice” (38). Significantly, Faludi
defines this as “a maternal conception of manhood” (38). These are the
same qualities recoded as masculine,” writes Faludi, “that society has long
recognized in women as the essence of motherhood. Men were useful insofar
as they mastered skills associated with the private realm of the feminine”
(38). Maternal manhood affirms and depends upon what may be termed
male mothering; older men are both expected and required to provide
nurturance and guidance to younger men under their charge, whether
they be sons, employees, apprentices, friends, junior colleagues, or peers.
The loss of male mothering and the transition from a maternal concept of
manhood to an ornamental masculinity are, according to Faludi, the cause
of the current crisis in masculinity.

I raise Faludi’s argument not to debate it, but rather to demonstrate
how current masculinity scholarship, even by writers like Faludi who advo-
cate the return of manhood to its traditional maternal characteristics,
marginalizes actual mothers and their relationship to their sons. While
Faludi may affirm male mothering and maternal manhood, actual mothers
play little or no role in either her critique of ornamental masculinity or her
vision of a new utilitarian manhood. In contrast, the feminist maternal per-
spective on masculinities, as evidenced by the chapters in this section,
foregrounds a mother’s relationship with her son and positions it as pivotal
to the changes we seek both for our sons and for the larger patriarchal
society. In their introduction to a special feature of Feminism and Psychology
on “Mothering Sons: A Crucial Feminist Challenge,” editors Robyn Row-
land and Alison M. Thomas assert that “women, [both for ourselves]| and
for our sons . . . will no longer put up with the old version of masculinity”
and will ask instead: “How, as mothers of sons, are we to respond to this
challenge?” (93). This concern and question inform each chapter of this
section.

Alison M. Thomas in the first chapter, appropriately entitled “Swimming
against the Tide: Feminists’ Accounts of Mothering Sons,” examines the
aims and challenges of feminist mothering of sons. Drawing upon the find-
ings of a qualitative research study, Thomas identifies three salient themes
in contemporary feminist thought on mothering and masculinity. The first
topic, “[mothers’] efforts to encourage an alternative and more positive
style of masculinity,” details the many ways mothers, in the words of Elsie
Jay, writing in the special issue Feminism and Psychology, “[seek to create] a
new man—sensitive, expressive, nonviolent, respectful, and loving of

women.” Societal and at times familial—fathers, grandparents—resistance
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to this maternal aim is the second topic identified by the mothers in the
research study and explored by Thomas. These mothers, aware that they
were, as one participant described it, “going against the grain of the domi-
nant culture,” discussed how their feminist mothering was continually
being countered and undermined by the school system, peer group pres-
sures, the mass media, and, for some, the influence of the boy’s father. The
final theme, defined by Thomas as “the risks in sabotaging ‘masculinity,’”
examines the mothers’ own ambivalence and anxiety about raising a boy
feminist. The mothers wondered whether they, in the words of one woman,
“were compromising [the son’s] masculinity” and worried, as Thomas
explains, “[that in] making their son {oo different [he would be] expos[ed]
to potential ostracism from his peers.” The final section of the chapter con-
siders fathers’ role in this redefinition of masculinity.

Sharon Abbey’s chapter looks at feminist mothering of sons from the
perspective of feminist academic mothers and their influences on their
sons’ masculinity. The chapter begins with an overview of the diverse and
contradictory definitions of masculinity and considers how men are both
privileged and penalized by narrow, essentialist perspectives and dualistic
thinking. The chapter, based on a research study of three academic moth-
ers and their relationships with their sons, one of whom is the author of
the study, argues that mothers must fully and completely understand mas-
culinity and boy culture if they hope to challenge traditional manhood
and support their sons in this endeavor. The chapter then goes on to out-
line various strategies that mothers may utilize to enhance their sons’
confidence and satisfaction with who they are. The chapter concludes by
considering how mothers may act as “empowered agents” and transform
the way “schooling” gender conditions children, in order to make educa-
tion a truly radical site for social change.

The next chapter, “Lesbians Raising Sons: Bringing Up a New Breed of
Men” by Jess Wells, visits the theme of feminist mothering, sons, and mas-
culinity from the perspective of a lesbian mother. At the outset, Wells paints
a bleak portrait of the lives of lesbian mothers today. Though it is estimated
that there are fourteen million people living in lesbian households in
America, lesbian mothers, as Wells observes, are deemed unfit mothers
solely on account of their sexuality and are routinely policed and judged by
the society at large. Once-married lesbian mothers still frequently lose cus-
tody of their children, and lesbians who are raising children in a lesbian
family mother their children with few, if any, lesbian-mother mentors or
role models in a union that is nether socially or legally recognized and in
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which one parent, the co-mother, has no legal rights to her children. How-
ever, despite the challenges of lesbian mothering, “a hostile legal system,
borderline economic resources, a high incidence of divorce, the chal-
lenge of multiculturalism, relentless homophobia,” lesbians are raising
their children—daughters and sons—well and wisely. Children of lesbians,
Wells affirms, are different, and that difference needs to be seen as an asset,
not as a liability as is generally assumed. Lesbian mothers, Wells writes,
“encourage [their] sons to embrace all kinds of emotions “as well as” to
develop nonviolent methods of negotiation”; additionally sons are taught
self-sufficiency in the domestic arena. Most important, sons of lesbians,
even those who are white and middle-class, are themselves outsiders and
thus they do not expect or assume the privilege and entitlement normally
accorded to them as men, which in turn enables them to empathize with
others who are oppressed by race, gender, or class. Finally, sons of lesbians
witness firsthand the mutability of gender categories—their mothers are
simultaneously cook and carpenter, feminine and masculine—and thus
they learn that gender does not, and should not, determine who we are
and what we do in the world. In doing all of the above, lesbian mothers, as
Wells concludes, “provide their sons with several tremendous gifts.”

The last chapter in this section, “Can Boys Grow into Mothers? Maternal
Thinking and Fathers’ Reflections” by Andrea Doucet, expands upon and
complicates the feminist mothering and masculinity theme examined in
this section of the book by asking “whether mothers would want their sons
to grow up to be mothers?” In answering this question, Doucet turns to
Sara Ruddick’s Maternal Thinking and selected narratives drawn from a
qualitative research project of fathers and mothers. Doucet argues that
while the men in her study did engage in maternal practice as defined by
Ruddick, they did not partake in what Doucet defines as the work of “inter-
household responsibility,” which includes “the responsibility for children’s
‘growth’ as well as the work traditionally performed by women in order to
build bridges and social support between families and households.”
Doucet maintains that there are several reasons why men do not take on
the work of orchestrating and assisting children’s growth through the
social networks described above. The first is that men are, or feel they are,
largely excluded from these social networks. Fathers, even those who are at
home full-time with preschool children, describe themselves as standing
outside female culture. As well, the fathers, particularly those who were the
primary caregivers, felt at times as if they were being measured against
hegemonic masculinity and found to be lacking. Therefore, as Doucet
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concludes, “while men can do the tasks and work of mothering, it is the
larger ‘social relations and social organization’ of mothering and fathering
that preclude men from being socially accepted as, or wanting to be called,
‘mothers.”” Doucet’s research alerts us to the complexity and difficulty of
feminist mothering of sons and, in particular, its aim of destabilizing tradi-
tional masculine socialization in a culture so thoroughly gender-stratified
in school, work, and families.

Mother and Son Connections and Disconnections

The hegemonic narrative of mother and son attachment—as scripted in
parenting books, psychoanalytic theory, and popular wisdom—assumes
that sons must separate from their mothers in order acquire a “normal”
masculine identity. A close and caring relationship between a mother and
her son is pathologized as aberrant, while a relationship structured upon
separation is naturalized as the real and normal way to experience mother-
son attachment. Olga Silverstein and Beth Rashbaum write in The Courage to
Raise Good Men: “[Our culture believes] that a male child must be removed
from his mother’s influence in order to escape the contamination of a close
relationship with her. The love of a mother—both the son’s for her, and
hers for him—is believed to feminize the boy, to make him soft, weak,
dependent, homebound . . . only through renunciation of the loving
mother, and identification with the aggressor father does the boy . . .
become a man” (11). In other words, in Western culture we see mother-son
separation as both inevitable and desirable.

Recently, feminist theorists on the motherson relation and some mas-
culinity writers have begun to challenge this received narrative of mothers
and sons by calling into question the central and organizing premise of
patriarchally mandated mother-son separation, namely that this process is
both natural, hence inevitable, and “good” for our sons. These writers
argue that while we may perceive mother and son separation to be a nat-
ural process, it is, in reality, a culturally scripted and orchestrated act. The
assumption that boys will withdraw and distance themselves from their
mothers as they grow into manhood belies the fact that it is mothers—
aware that mother-son connection and closeness are disparaged in our
culture and thus ever-vigilant that they not be “overclose” with their
sons—who both initiate and direct this separation. “By expecting our sons
to cut off from us,” Silverstein and Rashbaum write, “we make sure that
they do” (159). Whether the son is fully cognizant of this sudden or subtle
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detachment, he nonetheless, according to these writers, experiences it as
a profound and inexplicable loss that leaves him feeling vulnerable and
alone precisely at the moment when he is required to become brave and
strong. Janet Sayers explains in Boy Crazy: “The result, paradoxically, of
mothers and sons being separated from each other, and being early dis-
tanced from knowing each other’s thoughts—in the name of such
distance being necessary for making boys become manly, tough, and self-
contained—is that boys often experience the adolescent feelings as quite
the reverse. They often experience these changes as making them feel
unmanly, weak, and uncontained. This, in turn . . . often causes them to
become even more distanced, detached and divided, both from others
and from themselves” (28). The force of such a separation, as William Pol-
lack observes in his recent Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths of
Boyhood, “is so hurtful to boys that it can only be called a trauma—an emo-
tional blow of damaging proportions . . . [a] relational rupture [that]
profoundly affects the psychology of most boys—and of most men—for-
ever” (12, 27).5> To save our sons who are destined to become these
detached and wounded men and to change the patriarchal world in
which they and we live, we as a culture must, as Silverstein and Rashbaum
conclude, recognize that “the real pain in men’s lives stems from their
estrangement from women” and “face up to the longing [of sons for
mothers], its power, its persistence throughout a men'’s life, its potential
for destruction when unacknowledged” (225).

The chapter that opens this section, “Raising Relational Boys” by Cate
Dooley and Nikki Fedele, draws upon relational theory to develop “a
model of parenting-in-connection.” In their work with three thousand
mothers of sons as well as adult sons and couples, Dooley and Fedele find
that “boys with a secure maternal connection develop stronger interper-
sonal skills and enjoy healthier relationships as adults.” However, the world
in which our sons live, first as boys and later as men, demands both dis-
connection and domination. Boy culture, as it is called by Dooley and
Fedele among others, straightjackets boys into specific and rigid gender
identities that discourage, if not disallow, sentiments of care and relations
of connection. In opposition to boy culture, and to counter its dictates of
disconnection, mothers and fathers must practice what they term “parent-
ing in connection.” “The goal,” as Dooley and Fedele explain, “is to
enhance connection and to circumvent distance and separation” and to
move toward reconnection when disconnection does occur, as it invariably

will. Mothers must model and teach to their sons specific behaviors and
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strategies that will enable them to stay in connection. The chapter con-
cludes by looking at four stages in the mother-son relationship—the early
years, middle years, teenage years, and college/adult years—in order to
identify the cultural dictates of disconnection found in each stage and
detail the various ways mothers may “counter these cultural influences
and keep sons on the path of relational development.”

As Fedele and Dooley’s chapter considers the assorted cultural impera-
tives of detachment and the myriad ways they may be confronted, the
following chapter “Attachment and Loss” by Janet Sayers, describes the
psychological and cultural costs of failing to address mother-son discon-
nection. Examined by Sayers in this chapter are, in her words, “the ill
effects on men’s mental health” caused by “[sons] prematurely losing
attachment to their mothers, when . . . they are pressured to forge a male
identity separate from, and superior to, that of their mothers and women
generally.” Drawing upon men’s memories and dreams and with reference
to two clinical illustrations, Sayers explores the many and diverse manifes-
tations of this male malaise, including stammering, recurring nightmares,
self-division, schizophrenia, suicide, and manic self-glorification. Calling
upon the voices of men remembering their boyhood years, Sayers delin-
eates in poignant detail how boys were forced to detach from their
mothers and deny, displace, and disguise the pain caused by this discon-
nection. One boy, who had been instructed from infancy to keep his
feelings in check, describes how, at his mother’s funeral when he was
eleven, he could not cry but felt instead “a tautness around his chest.” This
tautness, in both a literal and figurative sense, signifies the repressed pain
of disconnected boys that so often manifests itself in the maladies exam-
ined by Sayers.

Amia Lieblich’s chapter, “Mother-Son Relationships in the Shadow of
War,” moves the discussion of mother-son connection/disconnection from
the psychological realm to the political-public domain. The aim of her
chapter, as she explains, is “to explicate how the mother-son relationship
in modern Israel is deeply linked to the sociopolitical circumstances in
which private life is embedded, and in particular to the ongoing state of
war and hostility in the Middle East.” Of interest to Lieblich are the ways in
which the private domain of the mother-son relationship interacts with,
and is constructed by, the cultural-political sphere. She traces the interface
of the private and public realm along three distinct, though intersecting,
thematic lines: “the mother-son relationship in the context of obligatory
military service . . . ; motherhood of soldiers as a political position; and the
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voice of mothers as mourners.” Obligatory military service, though occur-
ring in the public realm, gives rise to mother-son disconnection in the
private sphere. As the time approaches for the son’s service, he will turn to
his father and distance himself from his mother, as she will with him,
because they live in a country where all men engage in combat training
and often war, while women do not, and thus there emerges for mothers
and sons a seemly impassible divide of gendered differences. In contrast,
mothers who have lost sons to war and who bespeak, in a public voice, their
grief and resistance to militarism seek reconnection with their deceased
sons. “My first duty towards Yoni, the child who keeps living inside me” says
one bereaved mother, “is to say the truth all the time, never to be silenced
again.” Mothers must, Lieblich concludes, “enter the public arena in Israel
for their sons’ sake, for their own sake, and for the sake of the future.”

The chapter that closes this section and the book as a whole is written by
a son, Douglas Sadao Aoki, with Japanese calligraphy by June Yuriko Aoki,
his mother. Aoki’s piece, “This Is Leave-Taking: Mothers, Signatures, and
Countermemory,” is a theoretical and narrative inquiry into how the
author’s subjectivity as a son and a man is constructed and negotiated in
and through the language and history of his motherline. Detailing his
mother’s reminiscences of her mother and, in turn, that mother’s memory
of her mother—significations of what Aoki terms the generative definition
of motherhood—Aoki recounts the countermemory that his mother has
constructed for him. The maternal countermemory is inscribed, both lit-
erally and figuratively, in the materiality, or what linguist Saussure calls the
signifier, of his mother’s calligraphy. This writing, as Aoki explains, “is the
materiality of my mother’s hand, in all of its equivocality of flesh and ink”
and it exists apart from and against the logocentricism of Western, patriar-
chal thought, which privileges the signified (meaning of the word) over
the signifier (the actual or material word itself). The calligraphy thus sig-
nifies a countermemory and bequeaths to the son a specific maternal
genealogy of mother-son connection.

Conclusion

This volume on mothers and sons is evidently an academic work written by
women and a man whose thinking is very much shaped by the university
environment in which they research and teach. However, I want to con-
clude this introduction by suggesting that the issues raised in this collection
are “anything but academic.” I am the mother of sixteen-year-old son. Like
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many other mothers, I am aware that our close and caring relationship has
developed despite and in defiance of the patriarchal dictates of mother and
son disconnection. I recognize as well that my son’s healthy sense of self
remains at risk in a culture where hypermasculinization is all-pervasive. I
wonder and worry that both he and our relationship may not be strong
enough, secure enough, to weather the patriarchal storm. And like many
other mothers, I wonder and worry about all our sons.

I began the introduction to this book in the fall of 1999 when residents
of Toronto woke one morning to read a front-page newspaper story of the
brutal beating to death of fifteen-year-old Matti Baranovski in a park one
Sunday evening. Matti, swarmed by a gang of boys, was knocked to the
ground and kicked in the head until he was rendered unconscious. The
sadness and anger were palpable in the city that autumn; alone and in
groups, as we grieved Matti’s death, we struggled to comprehend how boys,
some as young as fourteen, could have committed such an unspeakable
act. The same fall I attended a Remembrance Day assembly at my daugh-
ters’ elementary school; as I listened to the poems and songs, sorting out
paragraphs for this introduction in my mind, I looked around me at the
prepubescent boys and realized that though Canada is not officially “at
war,” it raises its sons, as do many other countries, to be warriors. And
today I conclude this introduction just having heard on the radio the news
that a six-year-old boy shot to death a six-year-old girl who was his classmate
in a school in Michigan. These events and others have caused the media
and some academics to declare, in the parlance of natural catastrophes, a
state of national emergency for men in contemporary culture. While I
would hesitate to define it as “crisis in masculinity” as they do, I do agree
that “our boys are in trouble.” I understand that both the causes and solu-
tions are complex and varied. Any analysis that does not take into account
poverty, racism, classism, ableism, heterosexism, capitalism, consumerism,
materialism, the increasing economic disparity between rich and poor, the
scarcity of good and well-paying jobs, militarism, media violence, the loss
of neighborhood in the inner city, crime, lack of access to health care (in
the United States and increasingly in Canada), the deterioration of public
education, the glorification of violence and competition in sport, and so
on, can provide only partial answers. Nonetheless, and to return to the
topic of this book, it is my belief that the hope we need and the changes we
seek may be found in the mother-son relationship, as mothers and sons
alike strive to redefine manhood, motherhood, and the relationship they
have with one another. The mother and son relationship, as Silverstein and
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Rashbaum conclude, “offers us one of our greatest hopes for transforming
ourselves and the world in which we live—if we will but have the courage to
make the necessary changes” ( 241).

NOTES

1. As evidence of this, Backes cites the United States Library of Congress, which
lists only seven titles between 1968 and the mid 1990s with “mothers and sons
in literature” as a descriptor. Please see her article “Beyond the ‘World of
Guilt and Sorrow’: Separation, Attachment, and Creativity in Literary Moth-
ers and Sons” in The Journal of the Association for Research on Mothering
2:1(Spring/Summer 2000), pp. 28-45.

2. Founded in the fall of 1998, The Association for Research on Mothering
(ARM) is the first international feminist organization devoted specifically to
the topic of mothering and motherhood. ARM is an association for scholars,
writers, activists, professionals, agencies, policy makers, educators, parents,
and artists. Its mandate is to provide a forum for the discussion and dissemi-
nation of feminist—academic and community grassroots—research, theory,
and praxis on mothering-motherhood. It is committed in both membership
and research to the inclusion of «ll mothers: First Nations mothers, immi-
grant and refugee mothers, working-class mothers, lesbian mothers, mothers
with disabilities, mothers of color, and mothers from other marginalized
groups. ARM also publishes biannually The Journal of the Association for Research
on Mothering. The journal is an integral part of community building both for
researchers—academics and grassroots—and for mothers interested in the
topic of motherhood. Each issue of the journal highlights a particular moth-
erhood theme or topic and showcases the newest and best in maternal
scholarship as well as featuring numerous book reviews. Furthermore,
through poetry, photography, and artwork, the journal gives voice to women’s
lived experiences of mothering in all their complexity and diversity. Please
visit ARM’s website for more information about the Association and its jour-
nal: http://www.yorku.ca/crm.

3. This is examined at length in my two recent articles on Anglo-American fem-
inist theory and the mother-daughter relation: “Across the Divide:
Contemporary Anglo-American Feminist Theory on the Mother-Daughter
Relationship,” in Redefining Motherhood: Changing Identities and Patterns, ed.
Sharon Abbey and Andrea O’Reilly (Toronto: Second Story Press, 1998),
69-91; and “Mothers, Daughters and Feminism Today: Empowerment,
Agency, Narrative,” Canadian Woman Studies 18:2 & 3 (Summer/Fall 1998):
16-21. See also the introduction to Mothers and Daughters: Connection, Empow-
erment, and Transformation, ed. Andrea O’Reilly and Sharon Abbey (New York:
Rowman and Littlefield, 2000).

4. For an excellent feminist critique of Bly and the Mythopoetic Men’s Movement
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see Women Respond to the Men’s Movement, ed. Kay Leigh Hagan (San Francisco:
Harper Collins, 1992). And for an excellent overview of mother-blaming,
more generally, see Paula Caplan’s The New Don’t Blame Mother (Routledge
2000).

5. See also Paul Kivel’s recent parenting book, Boys Will Be Men: Raising Our Sons
for Courage, Caring and Community (Gobriola Island, BC: New Society Publish-
ers, 1999). “Boys and young men,” writes Kivel, “need female parents fully in
their lives. . . . We do not need men to step in and ‘correct’ a pattern of ‘over-
mothering’ by separating sons from women and initiating them into men’s
mysteries” as Robert Bly and kind would theorize. “Mothers,” Kivel continues,
“are not the problem; men are not the solution. There is no evidence that
women-raised sons are inadequate or incompetent or lacking in any way at all,
even though there are lots of assertions and attempts to demonstrate so”
(42-3).
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WHO ARE WE THIS TIME?

AN EXCERPT FROM

AMERICAN MOM

Mary Kay Blakely

With swelling regretand a kind of damp pride, I traveled twenty-five hundred
miles to Arizona State University the summer of 1992 with my son Ryan, a
high-school wrestler and English-class con man, and left him to fend for him-
self in the desert. I was excruciatingly aware that by the same time the next
year my younger son, Darren, then in the process of shedding his reputation
as “the good child” and revealing his wilder self, would begin a similarly
expanded independence. The mental countdowns that began on New Year’s
Day for the past two years—“nine months to go before he leaves home”—
were like reverse pregnancies. The deep breathing exercises Ilearned twenty
years ago in preparation for having a baby came in handy again, during the
prolonged psychological contractions of letting my sons go.

Then, as now, wild speculations and vague worries about what to expect
invaded my sleep with a barrage of questions: Who is this person coming
along next? What kind of mother am I supposed to be now? The questions
never stopped coming and the answers, from year to year, were never the
same. In the ongoing dialectic of motherhood, opposite realities could be
simultaneously true: two decades ago, my sons were the most lovable and
stimulating creatures on the planet; they were also the most draining and
fractious human beings I'd ever known. Now I didn’t want my grown sons,
my daily buddies, to leave home; I also couldn’t wait for their ravenous
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appetites and deafening music to go. The cultural myth that mothers uni-
versally dread the “empty nest” is only half-correct. “The truth is,” said my
friend M-Lou, a reliably blunt reporter of what was just ahead on the moth-
erhood learning curve, “they leave home just before you would kill them.”

By the time my babies were ready to leave, they had acquired the mus-
cled bulk of young giants and tended to travel in team-sized packs. My
heavily trafficked nest was straining at the seams. A twenty-year labor, for
even the hardiest of mothers, is one long, sweaty haul. While I welcomed
retirement from active duty, I nevertheless found it difficult to turn off old
habits of mind. The closer we came to the delivery date, the more frequent
my examinations—I kept scrutinizing their behavior, their manners, espe-
cially their “attitude.” One week I would be astounded by signs of growing
confidence and ingenuity; the next, I would be alarmed by gaping holes in
their socialization. (“Only three months to go—is that enough time to
clean this kid up so he’ll pass for civilized?”) Were they ready for indepen-
dence? Was I?

In those pregnant months before they left, I had to keep resisting the
urge to have another go at them, to commence a crash summer course in
morals and manners. Every time I heard an alarming story on the news
about male violence or saw them watching a raunchy video on MTV, I won-
dered how the values I had tried to pass along would weather the next
transition. I knew I faced little chance of inspiring them with any sermons
about life now. My sons had both reached the cool, isolating summits of late
adolescence, when children are convinced they know everything. Would
they eventually learn that nobody, ever, can possess all of the truth—that as
long as they are human there will always be more thinking and striving to
do? “Dominance makes a ruling group stupid,” the late columnist Sidney
Harris once wrote about the privilege that’s bestowed at birth upon certain
white, heterosexual men. Would my sons resist stupidity?

As I packed the car trunk last summer with Darren’s clothes, computer,
barbells, and books—the sum of his material parts—I realized I was
approaching that impossible state my friend Joan, a mother of five,
dreamed about twenty years ago when we were both frazzled working
mothers in a county auditor’s office in Indiana. After squeezing in too
many errands during her lunch hour and fielding phone calls from squab-
bling kids all afternoon, she sighed deeply and uttered a fervent wish for
the day she would “become unnecessary.” To be unnecessary, of course,
one has to accept not being in control.

Fortunately for me, my motherhood has been out of control for most of



WHO ARE WE THIS TIME! m 27

my sons’ lives. First by choice, then by circumstance, we have lived like
“outlaws from the institution of motherhood,” as the poet Adrienne Rich
described those who drift—or flee—from traditional rules and expecta-
tions. I became an official member of this irregular band a few years after
my sons were born, when their father lost his job and we became what my
politically correct friend Marti calls “economically challenged.” My tenure
as a full-time mother was necessarily brief. Since then, I have been a work-
ing mother, a divorced mother, a poor mother, an almost-remarried
mother, a comatose mother, a long-distance mother, and, finally, a deliber-
ately single mother. The editor in chief of a national women’s magazine
added “unnatural mother” to my long list several years ago, after I pub-
lished an essay in The New York Times about the mind-bending months I
spent coming to terms with Ryan’s request, at age thirteen, to live with his
dad for a year.

“I can’t understand any woman who would voluntarily give up custody
of her children,” the editor told her staff, calling my behavior “appalling.”
And she didn’t even know the half of it.

By the time Ryan had proposed this domicile arrangement, our family
had been through so many transformations and permutations that neither
his father nor I could legitimately claim “custody” of the boys, although it
took us several harrowing years of hostile negotiations to comprehend this
reality. In the early custody battles, our ultimata to each other reflected the
same mentality as the National Rifle Association slogan appearing on Indi-
ana bumpers that year: “You can have my gun when you pry my cold, dead
fingers from the trigger.”

Our first custody agreement, translated from legal jargon, was essen-
tially this: “Divorce me, and I'll make you regret it the rest of your
life—and if you think you’ve seen the worst of me, just wait.” Still smolder-
ing with resentment, Howard and I were almost never talking that first year
about “the best interests of the children,” although we used those words.
When two wounded people coming out of prolonged marital strife talk
custody, the negotiations are really about money and power, and why-
don’tyou-loveme? No one should actually try to live under a treaty drafted
by the newly divorced. The initial attempts are rarely more than purging
exercises. Our embattled period raged on for nearly five years—the
national average, Professor Judith Wallerstein reports sadly, having studied
the breakdown of small civilizations such as ours. It took time, and thou-
sands of words, before Howard and I ceased the acrimony and finally
realized we were both in love with the same two boys.
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However much the courts and lawyers have mangled the language—
and therefore the attitudes—governing custody, we eventually understood
that raising sons, like bearing arms, was less a right than a responsibility. In
a civilization such as ours, a mother legitimately could be said to “have a
baby,” but she could never claim to own a teenager. As our sons entered
their second decade, I had to keep reminding myself of the note that
Salinger’s Zen poet wrote in his diary about the necessary detachment a
parent must strive to achieve: “A child is a guest in the house, to be loved
and respected—never possessed. . . . How wonderful, how sane, how beau-
tifully difficult and therefore true.”

If I had admitted suffering terribly as a consequence of giving up cus-
tody, the women’s magazine editor might have tolerated or even forgiven
my departure from her norm. Martyrdom and self-sacrifice are still going
concerns in the institution of motherhood. My public admission that I
actually enjoyed my year of long-distance motherhood was apparently the
most nettling part of my unnatural behavior. She was shocked by my admis-
sion that I would probably do it again with my younger son—which I did.
Quite accidentally, I'd discovered that periodic separations helped all of
us, including me, keep in vital touch with who we were and what we
needed. This was a deeply threatening notion to the keepers at the gates of
traditional motherhood.

All of my job titles, from Working Mom to Unnatural Mom, were delib-
erate career moves—with the notable exception of Coma Mom, when my
illness and near-death in 1984 introduced us to a new reality none of us
had anticipated. Our family values may have looked odd or painful to
those who still believed there could be only one kind of family, but once
we’d split from the nuclear mold—cooled off and expanded—squeezing
ourselves back in would have required painful contractions for us. My sons,
taking their greater independence largely for granted, were both surprised
to learn, during the overwrought speeches at the Republican convention
the summer Howard and I took Ryan to Arizona State, that obedience and
parental consent were the operative values in “the true American family.”
In ours, where the hierarchy kept shifting from year to year, an abundance
of mercy and nerve were the saving graces.

“If you guys aren’t a real family,” Ryan said, getting depressed as he lis-
tened to Rush Limbaugh on the car radio, “I guess that makes me
illegitimate.”

“Don’t worry—we were real enough when you were born,” I assured

him. “We just got more and more unreal over time.”
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Like most middle-class women who married in the early *70s, I started out
with the expectation of being the kind of traditional mother that editors in
chief could admire. Since then—through natural, unnatural, and outright
supernatural events—those expectations changed. Although I never
planned to have such a checkered career as a mother, and certainly man-
aged some stages more gracefully than others, each stage was critical to the
next: the charmingly chaotic, physically affectionate years of our young
nuclear family; the emotionally explosive and slightly radioactive period of
our postnuclear family; the surprisingly fluid and eventually peaceful tran-
sition into two long-distance single-parent families. A critic in the Times
asked recently, noting the radical changes so many families have made in
the last twenty years: “Is this dysfunction or are we all just highly evolved?”

“Change takes time,” the cultural adage warns those of us who long for
speedier, less antagonistic evolutions. Among the outlaw mothers I know
who are trying to raise children, work demanding jobs, and teach hus-
bands and bosses that women are not happiest when out running errands,
the eagerness for change is an almost physically felt pain. True, it took me
many years to learn, and unlearn, what it meant to be a mother in con-
temporary America. But once I had those truths, I burned with the desire
to live them. When I couldn’t, and was paternally reminded that “change
takes time,” I would think: No, not true. I have changed. If you haven't,
given exactly the same facts over exactly the same period, it’s because resis-
tance takes time.

Time is never more relative than when stretched across the full span of
childhood. When my sons were toddlers, sticky and close, omnipresent
and ever-needy, my days were measured out in two-hour spoonfuls between
meals and naps and baths and stories. As our lives moved forward in these
minute increments, I did not think it possible they would one day be leav-
ing home “before you know it,” as innumerable friends told me. After
serving them some twenty thousand meals, lowering the toilet seat thou-
sands of times, issuing countless reminders that cars need oil to run, how
could a mother so centrally engaged in their growth not know it?

Can a woman really forget cooking two and a half tons of macaroni and
cheese? Can she forget playing solitaire until dawn on snowy nights, wait-
ing for the sound of tires crunching into the driveway? Can a mother really
not notice that her former baby’s life has changed completely when he
receives, among his high-school graduation gifts, a pair of purple silk
boxer shorts and a scented card written in a dainty, still Palmerized script?
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No, I think a mother always knows these small incidents are adding up to
Something Big. We just understand, like the fans who come faithfully to
the Indy 500 every year, that it’s going to be a long day.

Lurching and stalling through the early years, time moved slowly as the
rookie drivers tested their limits, learned to take the curves, conferred with
their pit crews. I got used to the whining noises and oily fumes, paying only
half-attention through each repetitive cycle until a warning flag or fright-
ening accident snapped my mind back on the track. Then, in the riveting
final laps, time suddenly accelerated. Fixed solely on the finish line, con-
vinced they know all they needed to know, my sons hit the pedal to the
metal and ignored any further signals from the pit. They barely stopped
home long enough to refuel with a favorite pot roast.

While they forged ahead with a speed that bordered on recklessness, 1
found myself falling back in time, seized with a ferocious desire to remem-
ber everything about this long day at the track. As twenty years of effort
compressed in those final laps, I felt the stirring excitement and lumpy
throat I often get in movie theaters. Living with two jocks has undoubtedly
had a profound influence on my imagination, because the musical score
that kept playing in my head as I watched them fling themselves into the
world was not Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto or Pachelbel’s Canon, but the
theme song from Rocky. I know I should be far beyond the moist, senti-
mental lumpiness of motherhood by now. But as it turns out, I'm not.

In those months before Ryan and Darren left home, a familiar gesture
or facial expression would trigger a sudden onslaught of memories. I
would see the faces and hear the voices of all the children in the family
album, all the little guys who used to people my life but who have now dis-
appeared. This happens whether a mother willingly gives up custody or
not. Whenever I caught a certain provocative smile, a long-suffering frown,
I would be suddenly infused with a peculiar clairvoyance. I would travel
back and forth in time, remembering the first time that look appeared,
knowing how often it would return to delight or haunt me. I was swamped
by one of these mind floods in a shoe store last August, as Darren tried on
a pair of loafers in a size that could have comfortably fit both of my feet in
one shoe. I remembered the first time I saw those astonishing appendages
eighteen years earlier, then attached to the smallest, most fragile human
legs imaginable. Once more, I was standing woozily next to his crib in the
preemie intensive care nursery, leaning against his incubator for support
as I watched his labored breathing. This impatient son, who had crashed
into being two months before his due date—very nearly killing us both—
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lay unconscious amidst his tangle of wires and tubes while I tried to sup-
press fears about underdeveloped lungs and heart muscles.

He was tininess itself, his delicate pink form stretched nakedly under
sunlamps to cure his jaundice, his skinny limbs covered with dark, prenatal
fuzz—cilia hair for the amniotic sea he still was supposed to be in. I
watched him take a wet gulp of air and then, suddenly, stop breathing
entirely. My own throat seized as the line on his heart monitor flattened.
The nurse jumped up when she heard the alarm and rushed to his incuba-
tor, flicking his tiny heel a few times until the rhythmic beeps of his heart
returned again.

“Apnea,” she said, sighing with relief. “They get so tired they forget to
breathe.” She then went back to her paperwork at the nursing station, lit-
tle Darren Oliver went back to sleep, and I worried about brain damage for
the next five years.

Darren’s traumatic birth was my first brutal encounter with the reality that
motherhood was not—and would never be—entirely under my control.
With two sons born eighteen months apart, I operated mainly on auto-
matic pilot through the ceaseless activity of their early childhood. I
remember opening the refrigerator late one night and finding a roll of
aluminum foil next to a pair of small red tennies. Certain that I was respon-
sible for the refrigerated shoes, I quickly closed the door and went
upstairs, making sure I had put the babies in their cribs instead of the linen
closet. That was the same period Howard would come home from work to
find his cherished domestic order dissolved in a rubble of Lincoln Logs
and Legos. He would raise his eyebrows to ask, “What have you been doing
all day?” I would shrug my shoulders to reply, “Hey—they’re both still alive.
I’'ve done my job.”

After I discovered the real life of mothers bore little resemblance to the
plot outlined in most of the books and articles I'd read, I started relying on
the expert advice of other mothers—especially those with sons a few years
older than mine. This great body of knowledge is essentially an oral his-
tory, because anyone who is actually doing daily motherhood has no time
to write an advice book about it. Women’s magazines generally feature
experts like Marie Osmond or Cher, who can get through motherhood
without wrinkles. I learned the most useful survival tips mainly from my
friends during coffee klatsches—as outsiders dimly regarded our informal
motherhood training seminars.

Most of these tips were too insignificant for the pediatricly educated to
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bother with, but they saved countless lives on the front. I remember trying
to talk with Joan one afternoon while Ryan fussed in his playpen, flinging
his rattles, teething rings, even his beloved pacifier overboard, then wailing
loudly until I retrieved each item. Undoubtedly recognizing the homicidal
glint in my eye as I got up for the fiftieth time, Joan asked if I had a roll of
cellophane tape. I thought maybe she was going to tape his mouth shut—
a thought that had begun forming darkly in my own mind—but instead
she gently wrapped it, sticky side out, around his fingers on both hands.
He became totally absorbed for the next half-hour, testing the tactile sur-
face on his shirt, his nose, his hair, his toes. A toy that cost almost nothing,
couldn’t be thrown overboard, made no rattling noises, it was the perfect
pacifier. I kept rolls of cellophane everywhere for the next three years—
next to the phone, in the glove compartment, in my purse.

“Where did you learn this stuff?” I asked Joan, who possessed a wealth of
small but effective techniques for preventing child-abuse.

“I don’t know,” she said, “I guess after five kids, I now think like one:
‘What would be fun?’”

I also relied on my friends whenever I needed a sanity check. I'd com-
pletely lost my bearings one year, trying to follow potty-training
instructions from a psychiatric expert who guaranteed success with his
methods in three efficient days. I was stuck on step one, which stated with-
out an atom of irony: “Before you begin, remove all stubbornness from the
child.” I knew this suggestion could have been written only by someone
whose suit coat was still spotless at the end of the day, not someone who
had any hands-on experience with an actual two-year-old. I should have
questioned this authority, but there’s something about being an inept toilet
tutor that has a dampening effect on self-esteem. I plodded impossibly on
as the three-day plan stretched into the fifth interminable week.

“What’s wrong with you?” Joan asked, when I walked numbly into the
faculty lounge fresh from losing another round with my baby boy. I
described my trouble “removing all stubbornness.” I confessed that at the
rate we were going, Darren would be ten years old before he was out of dia-
pers. “I feel so shitty—and apparently, so does he.”

Joan laughed, deeply familiar by now with “the guilties.” Mothers
breathe guilt on the job every day, like germs in the air. She recommended
I pitch the book, forget about arbitrary deadlines, and accept stubbornness
as a fact of childhood (“Powerlessness corrupts,” she often said). She then
clued me in on a game using toilet paper rolls that Darren found so amus-
ing, he practically lived in the bathroom for three days. Joan’s theory of
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motherhood—the harder the developmental task, the more comedy it
requires—became my own.

Every time I told Joan what a terrific mother she was, she would just smile
and say, “You should know.” Those words invariably prompted the story of a
bad mother day. She told me about waking up once in the middle of the
night, foggy-brained, unable to remember putting her two-year-old to bed.
None of the usual details about the bath, the sleeper pajamas, the good-
night kiss would come into focus. She got up to check on the baby and
found her crib empty. Racing frantically through the house turning on
lights, she finally found Patty in the kitchen, sound asleep in her high
chair, her head slumped down on the tray. “At least I'd strapped her in,”
Joan said. “She had her seat belt on.”

Nobody’s perfect, we knew, but mothers are somehow expected to
exceed all human limits. This is an especially preposterous ideal since
mothers are likely to have more bad days on the job than most other pro-
fessionals, considering the hours: round-the-clock, seven days a week,
fifty-two weeks a year. You go to work when you’re sick, maybe even clini-
cally depressed, because motherhood is perhaps the only unpaid position
where failure to show up can result in arrest.

Given the punishing rules—and the contemptuous labels for any mom
who breaks them—mothers are naturally reluctant to admit even having
bad days, let alone all the miserable details leading up to them. We all do,
of course, a secret that only makes us feel more guilty. However, once my
friends and I started telling the truth about how far we deviated from per-
fection, we couldn’t stop. Joan and I regularly got together with a raucous
group for Friday afternoon happy hours at the Old Gashouse downtown,
where we laughed and howled like outlaws around a campsite, regaling
each other with narrow escapes.

One mother admitted leaving the grocery store without her kids: “I just
forgot them. The manager found them in the frozen foods aisle, eating
Eskimo Pies.” Another spooned Calamine lotion into her toddler late one
night, thinking it was Pepto Bismol: “Can you believe it? If he hadn’t
gagged, I might have poisoned him.” My frank and witty friends, my
incredible Guilt Busters, rescued me whenever the slime hit—which hap-
pened a lot, since “mother” is the first word that occurs to politicians and
columnists and popes when they raise the question: “Why isn’t life turning
out the way we want it?”

Most of our bad mother stories didn’t look so awful in retrospect.
Some, however, looked much worse. Every one of my friends has a bad day
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somewhere in her history she wishes she could forget but can’t afford to. A
very bad mother day changes you forever. Those were the hardest stories to
tell, shocking tales of gin in the afternoon or broken dishes at dawn, of riv-
eting moments when we suddenly knew, something’s wrong here . . . this isn’t
who I want to be. Leaning in close and lowering our voices, passing Kleenex
around our huddle, we never laughed off the guilt described in those
heart-breaking confessions. Only a survivor can afford to own such difficult
truths, so we always knew how each story had to end. But none of us
breathed until the final resolution was spoken: “I could still see the red
imprint on his little bum when I changed his diaper that night. I stared at
my hands, as if they were alien parts of myself . . . as if they had betrayed
me. From that day on, I never hit him again.”

However painful or compromising the reality of motherhood, we pre-
ferred it to the national game of Let’s Pretend—the fantasy in which we
are all supposed to pass for perfect mothers, living in the traditional ver-
sion of a perfect family. This public pretense not only feeds private shame,
it keeps women fearfully ignorant and immobile. The players of Let’s Pre-
tend must read the daily newspapers and remain convinced their own kids
have nothing to do with the statistical population who are gay, have sex,
need abortions, get AIDS. The winners make it all the way around the
board back to square one, Deny It, without blowing their cover. The losers
have to quit the game, of course, if they draw a Chance card revealing that
one of their kids is pregnant. Or dead.

Getting bounced from the game into actual life invariably is traumatic,
because it is so much more impossible to deny a real dead kid than the sta-
tistical ones in the papers. A woman doesn’t have to commit a bad mother
day to lose her innocence. A bad mother day can also happen to her. Phyl-
lis Schlafly had one during that same frenzied convention over family
values in Houston—not a fatally bad day, but a hard one for her nonethe-
less. Just after she’d finished her victorious campaign for a party platform
that was anti-gay, anti-choice, pro-gun, and pro-death penalty, a gay publi-
cation dropped a retaliatory bomb and “outed” her son.

It was a gross misuse of both mother and son, a political war crime by
activists who let an urgent end justify the foulest means. The outing put the
mainstream media in a fuzzy ethical dilemma, since facts illicitly
obtained—a purloined file from the Pentagon, say, or a stolen list of porn
shop customers of Long Dong Silver—must first legitimately be put on
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record before they can be publicly dissected. Cornered by reporters who
kept asking if she’d heard “the news” about her son, Schlafly finally said
yes, of course she’d heard—that was the point, wasn’t it?

Once on record, the Sunday morning TV pundits could jaw over the ille-
gal outing, speculating on whether it bounced Mrs. Schlafly from the
leading position in Let’s Pretend. Some critics righteously judged that she
had “asked for it"—the same people who would argue that doing inhuman
acts damages the perpetrators as much as their victims. Others rationalized
that the facts were bound to leak out anyway—too many people knew, too
many of whom she’d deeply offended. Why not release the information
when it could have the greatest political impact? Because using a son—or
daughter or brother or wife—to get to the real target is the cheapest kind
of opportunism. The hypocrisy exposed by the outing was not Mrs.
Schlafly’s.

Interestingly, Schlafly—who is never at a loss for words before a
microphone—remained almost mute on the subject. When pressed, she
would say only this: She wasn’t going to feed her son’s private life to blood-
thirsty piranhas in the media. For the first time in my long history with her,
I felt like applauding. Maybe she never needed my compassion before, or
maybe that’s what twenty years of motherhood does to you. Someone you
don’t even like has a truly bad mother day—whether it happens because of
her or to her—and you feel compassion for the rattled state you know she’s
in. In motherhood, where seemingly opposite realities can be simultane-
ously true, being the Christian mother of a homosexual son—let’s say a
very devout mother and a much-loved son—could induce a cognitive
headache that might last for years.

I am more familiar with Phyllis Schlafly’s loopy vision of reality than I
wish, since I had to live in it for so long. She and I both started raising sons
in the early *70s, though on opposite sides of the Mississippi and just about
everything else. It was largely thanks to Schlafly, a popular speaker and suc-
cessful campaigner from Illinois, that mothers in Indiana had so few
day-care centers, sex-education programs, school desegregation plans, and
women’s shelters. She thought that “battered women” were a feminist plot
to shame men and that shelters could only lead to the breakdown of fami-
lies, which made sense to Indiana legislators. At the many hearings we both
attended, I was frequently stirred by her speeches, though never to
applause. When Schlafly talked, men listened. State representatives nod-
ded and took notes, finding her vision of the Totaled Woman exactly in
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line with their own. She may have favored a staunch hands-off policy for
government, but as a neighbor, she was in-your-face.

It’s possible Schlafly may now remain mute on quite a few issues for a
while, if her unwelcome news survives the initial barrage of denial. A lot of
mothers with homosexual sons, Christian or not, pass through many ago-
nizing stages before accepting reality—maybe seeking therapeutic cures,
extracting promises of celibacy, or arranging dinners with one “right girl”
after another. After reading about the homosexual sailor aboard the Bel-
leauw Wood who was beaten to death by his crew mates, so brutally, according
to the The New York Times, “that his mother could only identify him by the
tattoos on his arms,” you could understand a mother’s attempt to change
her son. If change takes time and you’ve got only one life, wouldn’t chang-
ing your son be easier than changing the entire Navy?

Eventually, however, one bad mother day can produce more growth
than a thousand good ones. That’s why they're so memorable. Once we
learn something’s wrong here . . . this isn’t who I want to be, the hard work of fig-
uring out who we do want to be begins in earnest. One unwelcome but
deeply personal revelation about sexuality can shake up a whole lot of
other long-cherished facts about biology, motherhood, religion, jobs,
housing, health care, discrimination, and on and on. With certain cultural
and biological facts, it doesn’t matter which side of the Mississippi you live
on. With six growing children, Mrs. Schlafly invited a lot of Chance cards
into her life. By the summer of 1992, homosexuality didn’t even make the
list of major things a mother had to worry about.

A “Snapshot” feature in USA Today a few years earlier briefly listed the five
greatest concerns parents and teachers had about children in the *50s: talk-
ing out of turn, chewing gum in class, doing homework, stepping out of
line, cleaning their rooms. Then it listed the five top concerns of parents
today: drug addiction, teenage pregnancy, suicide and homicide, gang vio-
lence, anorexia and bulimia. Add AIDS, poverty, homelessness. Change
takes time? Between my own childhood and the advent of my motherhood—
one slim generation—the culture had gone completely mad.

While my sturdy support network was a sanity saver during my sons’
early childhood, it was indispensable during the mind-racking years of ado-
lescence, when the stakes rose precipitously and upped the guilt ante
beyond any individual woman'’s resources. In an ideal society, mothers and
fathers would produce potty-trained, civilized, responsible new citizens,
while government and corporate leaders would provide a safe, healthy,
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economically just community. It was not our luck to live in an ideal world.
Given the violence and greed and myopic leadership of the past two
decades, a young man coming of age in America today faces treacherous
curves and dangerous potholes on the way to every destination.

By the time my sons entered the second half of high school, every one
of the grim realities in USA Today had shown up in the lives of their class-
mates and friends. It was impossible to assure myself that I didn’t have to
worry about my sons getting involved with guns or drugs. They and I both
knew kids in our neighborhood, kids who regularly sat around our own
kitchen table, who were. The scary reports about racial tensions and
domestic violence in America were not abstractions to us. We have always
lived right down the block, right next door to them, in our “good neigh-
borhoods” as well as the bad.

Raising sons forever changed the way I read the newspapers. Desperate
for an answer to “How could this be?” I would read and reread stories about
the six teenage “wilders” from the Bronx who brutally assaulted a jogger in
Central Park and left her in a coma; the half~dozen members of the Cali-
fornia Spur Posse who proudly tallied their sexual conquests—including
that of a twelve-year-old girl; the four high-school athletes in Glen Ridge,
New Jersey, who gang raped a mentally retarded young woman with base-
ball bats and broom handles while nine others looked on. These stories
seared me.

My imagination would heat up and I would see six poor mothers in the
Bronx, nine middle-class mothers in California, thirteen well-to-do moth-
ers in New Jersey, feeling certain I knew exactly how their hearts must be
breaking. I could imagine what might be going on inside the tortured
mind of Joel Steinberg’s mother, after the bloody images of Hedda Nuss-
baum and five-year-old Lisa Steinberg convinced a jury of her son’s guilt.
His mother, to the bitter end of the trial, refused to believe her son capable
of such violent battery and murder. She built a defensive case against
Hedda—what a lousy mother she was, a drug abuser, so out of control she
must have been “asking for it.” Something, anything, to explain this alien
son in the news, not the boy she once knew, not the son she so carefully
raised. The choices I saw for her, listening to long months of shocking tes-
timony, were to deny reality or start weeping and never stop.

“You raise your children knowing them intimately,” novelist Rosellen
Brown said, “but then you reach a point where that’s no longer true.” It
takes twenty or so years before a mother can know with any certainty how
effective her theories have been—and even then there are surprises. The
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daily newspapers raised the most frightening questions of all for a mother
of sons: Could my once-sweet babes ever become violent men? Are my sons
really who I think they are?

Struck dumb with horror by the Glen Ridge trial—the four athletes, the
baseball bats, how the defense insisted sexual violence wasn’t a crime if the
retarded woman “asked for it,” how neighbors and relatives could rational-
ize “boys will be boys” to include this assault within normal boy
behavior—my friend Elisabeth became suddenly panicked about what her
own son regarded as normal. Home from college the week the story hit, he
was riding the subway with her one morning when she asked—trying to
sound casual as she pointed to a headline across the aisle—what he
thought of the case. Whose argument did he identify with? He looked at
her, dumbfounded, then caught her drift.

“Mom!” he fairly shouted. “Are you really asking if I know whether it’s
wrong to rape a retarded girl with a baseball bat???”

She was. She could hardly believe it herself. How could she, of all peo-
ple, doubt his regularly demonstrated integrity? Because she knew, as most
mothers who take the news personally do, that the integrity of every young
man is under constant assault. Before reaching maturity, our sons will have
been exposed to more than two hundred thousand episodes of televised
violence. Professor Neil Malamuth and Edward Donnerstein determined
in a college sample of “regular guys, normal men,” that 66 percent had a
“conquest mentality toward women.” Even if I'd had the money to afford
private schools and expensive neighborhoods—which I didn’t—there was
nowhere in America where rape, battery, violence weren’t daily occur-
rences. Since we live in a culture where so many smart, successful,
educated people from New York to California, so many high public offi-
cials all over America, could mistake a conquest mentality for normal,
couldn’t our sons?

I wish it were true that a mother was the most powerful influence on her
children, but her singular power is for a limited time only, in early child-
hood, when most of us are half out of control ourselves. However diligent
she may be, however dedicated, no mother can escape the larger influ-
ences of culture, biology, fate. Culture shapes the human mind with
television, books, films, friends, teachers, coaches; biology governs the
body with genetic codes, some imprinted with preset timers for schizo-
phrenia or juvenile diabetes; fate can change a young life completely,
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instantly, with a motorcycle accident, a bullet, a broken neck. Even within
the remaining quarter’s worth of family influence, a mother shares her
fraction of power with fathers and siblings and—especially in hard eco-
nomic times—Ilive-in relatives and friends. Until mothers become the
sayers and the makers of the culture, until we can actually live in a culture
where mothers and children genuinely matter, ours is an essentially pow-
erless responsibility. Mothers carry out most of the work orders, but most
of the rules governing our lives are shaped by outside influences.

While the stricken mothers in the Bronx or Glen Ridge may be respon-
sible for less than a fraction of a fraction of the blame for the violent
eruptions of their sons, women habitually receive the major share of the
blame. Long before the family-values folks damned us, we had years of
practice chastising ourselves. A friend whose daughter was diagnosed with
a learning disability spent a year wondering: Was it my fault? Was it the two
glasses of wine I had at a party, decades earlier, before the warning labels
about pregnancy appeared on liquor bottles? Another friend whose three-
year-old son developed muscular dystrophy spent the next decade
searching her soul: Was it my fault? Did his disease begin when I stepped
on the fluoroscope in the shoe store, a child myself, to admire my toes in
my Mary Janes? Had the X-rays I playfully turned on, again and again, for-
ever damaged my son’s genes? The same questions bombarded my own
mother, when my eldest brother manifested his first symptoms of manic
depression: Was it my fault? Did his mental illness begin when he was
three, when I tried to sleep through his cries from the nursery one night?
The same questions invaded my life after medical science finally pardoned
my mother by uncovering genetic factors, abundantly evident on several
branches of my family tree. As my sons approached the trigger age, it was
my turn to worry: Was it my fault? Were they more vulnerable because of
the dangerous chromosomes I brought to their gene pool? There is almost
an arrogance in the outsized guilt these questions raised—as if a mother
could bend biology, culture, and fate to her will, if only she were smart,
attentive, dedicated enough.

I was only dimly aware when I was “having a baby” two decades ago that I
was entering a partnership for life. If longevity statistics apply, my sons and
I will spend more years in our future adult relationship than all the years I
spent with them as babies, toddlers, young boys, and teens—all the loved,
“gone children” who exist only in memory now. It’s ultimately absurd for a
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mother in one stage of development to throw judgmental grenades at
women who have moved on to another. All of us, if we succeed in the job,
will eventually become out-of-control mothers, noncustodial mothers, very
likely long-distance mothers. Only a fool would offer herself today as the
singular role model for the Good Mother. Most of us know not to tempt
the fates: the moment I felt sure I had everything under control was invari-
ably the moment right before the principal called, reporting that one of
my sons had just driven somebody’s motorcycle through the high school
gymmnasium.

Once I'd given birth to my sons, there were no guarantees about where
they would wind up, with whom, in what condition of health or sanity.
“Each child represents such risk, such blind daring on its parents’ parts—
such possibility for anguish and pain,” novelist Sue Miller wrote in Family
Pictures. The burst of love that began with childbirth expanded over the
next two decades, along with the growing realization that I could not pos-
sess my sons for long, keep them safe, guarantee them a happy life.
Joy/pain, joy/pain/. . . the heartbeat of motherhood.

The shocks and goosebumps and passion of raising sons often caused in
me that aching, delirious sensation Einstein once described as “the deep
shudder of the soul in enchantment.” For Einstein, this ache was relieved
with tears when he heard the sweet swell of violins echoing through vel-
veted symphony halls. For me, those tears often flowed in less elegant
settings—often in emergency rooms, when the doctor finally emerged
from behind the white curtain where one of my sons lay unconscious and
announced, “He’s going to be all right.” I could be wearing a ratty sweat-
shirt splattered with blood when that quivering shudder came, but I
understood what love—maybe even redemption—felt like in that moment.

Motherhood, for me, was a constantly humbling experience. However
global I strived to become in my thinking over the last twenty years, my
sons kept me rooted to an utterly pedestrian view, intimately involved with
the most inspiring and fractious passages in human development. How-
ever unconsciously by now, motherhood informs every thought I have. It
influences everything I do. More than any other part of my life, being a
mother taught me what it means to be human.

If I've taught Ryan and Darren something about women and justice, my
jock sons have taught me something about being a sport. In our ongoing
discussions of gender politics, I've looked at the issues as urgently as ever,
but through the lens of love and hope rather than anger and despair. By
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encouraging their greater compassion and maturity, I have grown and
changed myself. Raising boys has made me a more generous woman than I
really am. There are undoubtedly other routes to learning the wishes and
dreams of the presumably opposite sex, but I know of none more direct, or
highly motivating, than being the mother of sons.
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MOTHERING SONS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

ONE PEACEMAKER'S

CHALLENGE

Jacqueline Haessly

Sons with special needs present unique challenges for mothers who seek
both to nurture their sons and provide opportunity for them to care for and
nurture others. Special needs include medical, physical, cognitive, mental,
and/or emotional conditions requiring additional and often outside care
to assist with activities of daily living, and—for adopted children—special
needs can also mean children who differ racially, culturally, or ethnically
from the adoptive family. Each special need places added demands upon all
family members, demands which can generate stress and lead to unresolved
feelings of inadequacy, resentment, and guilt if not acknowledged and
addressed. When the culture itself encourages mothers to be primary care-
givers while encouraging sons to be recipients rather than givers of care,
the task of mothering special needs sons can seem quite daunting. Add to
this mix a commitment to feminist parenting for justice and peace in a soci-
ety oriented toward competitiveness, militarism, and patriarchy, and one
has the makings for chaos within the family. Such was the challenge faced
within our family when my husband Dan and I, having birthed one son,
decided to adopt four special needs children, three of them sons.

This chapter draws upon literature on parenting, special needs adop-
tion, disability, dysfunctional families, feminist values and theory, the

42
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theory and practice of peace education, and personal experience to
describe the challenges and opportunities faced by mothers of special
needs sons. Through the integration of personal story with parenting and
peace education theory and practice, this chapter identifies threads from
the tapestries of one mother’s life, the lives of our four sons, and our own
family history, and examines how these threads both influence and were
influenced by the practice of peacemaking values, skills, and behaviors
within our family.

Threads from Our Lives

No one of us parents alone. Our parenting practices are shaped by life
experiences as someone’s child, as someone’s friend, as someone’s neigh-
bor. We learn to parent by observing and experiencing how others parent,
and by learning—from conversations, observation, books, and courses—
how to parent better, or at least differently, from the way we ourselves were
parented. Each parent could ask: How was I parented? What models of
parenting do I know from my own childhood, in my home, and in the
home of my friends and classmates? What parenting models contributed
to my husband/partner’s parenting patterns? How do they differ from my
own? How are they the same? What challenges do these different styles pre-
sent to us as a couple? How did my professional training prepare me for
parenting? How was I prepared, at home and through my education and
professional work, to meet the challenges of parenting sons with special
needs? How do I reconcile previous parenting, education, religious, and
work messages with newly discovered knowledge regarding education for
peace, justice, and nonviolent conflict resolution. This chapter looks at
these questions from one family’s experience, my own. The multiple
strands that make up the colors, textures, and patterns from my own life
impacted me and eventually shaped my own parenting.

My parents brought to their marriage parenting practices gleaned from
their own family histories. The oldest daughter of eleven children, my
mother had cared for her sisters and brothers from an early age. She was
also a surrogate wife for her father, who had lost two wives from childbear-
ing. As an adolescent, my mother was removed from her home when she
reported incidents of incest, and had no further contact with most of her
family for the next fifty years. Her entire sense of self was wrapped up in
her feelings of betrayal and abandonment by her father, coupled with a
sense that her role in life was to take care of people—her children, her
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husband, and, years later, elderly parents and other relatives. My mother
was a scared, hurt, angry woman who lashed out at her children both phys-
ically and verbally. She also internalized her father’s pattern of rejecting
his young, and began disowning, off and on over the next forty years, two
of her own four children when they reached young adult years. I was one
of those children.

My father was the youngest of eleven children who expected to be taken
care of, a task my mother—in her need to be wanted and needed—was
eager to fulfill. My father held a steady job as a bus driver but drank heav-
ily when he was not working, and would then verbally and physically abuse
his wife and children.

Decades before organizations such as Adult Children of Alcoholic and
Dysfunctional Families! existed, and psychological and parenting litera-
ture began documenting the prevalence of abused children becoming
abusive parents, I sensed that this could be so. Frightened that I might
“become like my mother or father,” I began reading self-help books and
talking to family counsellors during my high-school years. I was trying to
understand my mother and my father, and trying to learn new ways to be
an adult in the somewhat topsy-turvy world of our family life in the mid-
1950s. After graduating from high school and then nursing school, I
worked in a psychiatric hospital for the next ten years, perhaps trying to
gain greater insight into the life of my own mother and her family. While
there, I learned well how to manage and subdue out-of-control women
(who were our only patients) by medicating them and physically restrain-
ing their acting-out behavior. This training, too, influenced and challenged
my commitment to peaceful, nonviolent parenting.

Ten years later, in the mid-1960s, I returned to college and became
involved with the civil rights and antiwar protest movements. I volunteered
with a peace education group, teaching peaceful resolution of conflict,
alternatives to violence, and cooperative play to students and teachers in
our community. This was a welcome change from the hospital setting
where I had worked for ten years. At a seminar on nonviolence, I met the
man who later became my husband. When we married a year later, we
shared a deep commitment to personal nonviolence in our family and
community life. This commitment later posed serious challenges to our
parenting and family life.

As Dan and I spoke of marriage and children, and the challenges these
would present in our life, we realized that we each brought very different
histories to this marriage. Dan claimed that he never saw his parents fight.
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I, on the other hand, had experience with parents who shouted, screamed,
hit each other and us children with belts and sticks, and threw things
against walls. Over time, Dan and I came to realize that neither of us ever
saw a conflict resolved peacefully, through conversation and mutual agree-
ment. By the time we married in 1972, we had each learned some theory
about peaceful, nonviolent resolution of conflicts and developed some
skills in resolving them. While we were each committed to resolving the
ordinary conflicts that arise in a marriage in a nonviolent manner, neither
of us had any real-life experience in doing so, especially amidst the pres-
sures of daily family living.

Then Came the Children!

Our first son was born to us a year after our marriage. Dan and I attempted
as best we could to model peaceful living. We shared in parenting, nurtur-
ing, and homemaking tasks. Our son played with blocks, trucks, and dolls.
We restricted play with guns and other war toys. We did not own a televi-
sion set. We used gender-inclusive language to talk about people’s work,
and he delighted me when he returned from a preschool program one
wintery day talking about the “snow clown” he had made at school. As he
grew old enough to play simple games, such as Chutes and Ladders and
UNICEF’S LINGO, we changed the rules and played these games coopera-
tively rather than competitively. He did not know any other way. He was a
happy, outgoing child who knew he was loved. He loved us and he was not
embarrassed to show it.

Due to serious medical complications that occurred during the preg-
nancy, I was advised to avoid another pregnancy. Dan and I were both
older when we married and because we knew the risks, we had agreed
before marriage to adopt children with special needs if I did not get preg-
nant, or if there were complications with the pregnancy. During the next
few years we foster-parented several sons and then, when our birth son was
three, we began the process of adoption. Between 1976 and 1979 we
adopted four special needs children, sons ages six, ten, and eleven years
old and a five-year-old daughter. Our three-year-old was excited as each
new child joined our family. That meant he had more folks to play with!

The special needs of these four children read like a textbook for special
education teachers or school social workers: two are racially mixed; one
has a genetic deformity; one suffered brain damage from family-of-origin
birth trauma and was diagnosed with a cognitive disability and autism; two
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were diagnosed with a learning disability; and one manifests signs of
attachment disorder and fetal alcohol effect. We did not know the severity
of the problems and the complexity demanded for their care at the time of
their placement, both because we were idealistic and naive and because, in
the mid- to late 1970s, social workers still did not reveal important infor-
mation about adopted children’s personal, family, and medical histories.

Along with their various disabilities, each child brought his or her own
personal histories, which included trauma suffered from emotional, physi-
cal, and sexual abuse and even abandonment. In addition to their
personal histories, each child had been exposed, in different ways, to the
competitiveness, materialism, consumerism, and militarism so prevalent in
our culture.

Our six-year-old son came to our home holding a small paper bag with
one change of clothing, two comic books, and a small truck—all his worldly
possessions. Abandoned by his mother on his fourth birthday, abused with
belts, and marked with cigarette burns on his body, he begged for accep-
tance and small comforts. His previous foster family went to McDonalds for
a meal almost daily and to Dunkin’ Donuts after church services every Sun-
day, practices that did not fit well with our commitment to simple living and
social justice. Finding a way to balance his needs for some continuity in his
life and pleasuring him in simple ways meant examining our own lifestyle
choices and adapting some of them to meet his needs.

Our eleven-year-old son, who joined our family six months later, was a
TV addict who suffered withdrawal symptoms when placed in a home with-
out one. He demanded almost constant attention from us to entertain
him. Weaning him from TV addiction and encouraging him to find ways to
join his two younger brothers in their imaginative play or entertain himself
with reading, simple art and craft projects, and other activities took hours
of patience and energy. This task was made more challenging because he
had a learning disability and, at age eleven, was still reading at the first
grade level. We could not just plunk him down with a book and hope he
would read it. His two younger brothers helped where they could, but they,
too, had their own needs and interests.

Our third son, who arrived in our home a year later, just after his tenth
birthday, thrived in a competitive atmosphere and made almost every
household task and family outing a competitive event. Who would be first?
Fastest? Best? Get more? In every way possible, he would try, and our
patience was tried! Efforts to teach him to play team sports using a win-win



MOTHERING SONS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS m 47

model? which we had successfully taught to our three other sons proved
almost impossible. By the time he moved in, we had also adapted simple
family games such as Scrabble and Strategy with cooperative rules so that
the contributions of younger or less skilled readers were all valued.? Our
ten-year-old quickly challenged these rules, and the other children just as
quickly picked up on the “excitement” of playing to win.

Two years later our daughter arrived with her own special needs. She
had suffered brain damage as a result of family-of-origin birth trauma.
While she brought much joy to our family, her needs for services from
occupational, physical, speech, and language therapists and school social
workers seemed unending and often took time away from meeting the
needs of the other children. While each of the boys welcomed her and
assisted in some way with her daily care, we discovered that she turned
most for love and comfort to our ten-year-old son, the one who seemed to
us to be the most competitive.

As the boys grew more comfortable in our home, they each went
through five stages.* First, there was the honeymoon stage, where every-
thing was loving and wonderful; next came the acting-out stage, to test if
we still loved and accepted them; this was followed by the rejection stage,
rejecting us before we could reject them; next came the settling-in stage,
where they each began to realize that they could count on us to be here
for them “no matter what”; last came the “we are family” stage, where they
began to take ownership of their family relationships. These stages were
not easy nor were they linear. For every move forward, there were coun-
termoves that added tension to the family and challenged all of us.
Furthermore, these stages were complicated by normal developmental
stages of childhood and adolescence. For example, at a time when the
ten- and eleven-year-olds would normally be choosing activities with
friends and away from the family as they moved toward growing indepen-
dence, these children needed time to be with the family in order to bond
with us, frequently causing emotional tugs between their bonding and
independence needs. As the children grew into adolescence, past histo-
ries surfaced in new ways, causing rebellions, sexual acting out, and abuse
of drugs and alcohol. It seemed at times as if we were in a constant state of
turmoil, made all the more challenging by each child’s personal traumatic
history. It was in this context that my husband and I and our children
attempted to create “family,” and to do so with a commitment to family
peacemaking.
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Parenting and Peacemaking: The Dilemma

Peacemaking in the family is about creating peaceful environments where
everyone can feel safe. Family Life Educators for Peace, Nona Cannon
(1987, 1992), Judith Myers-Walls (1994) and Jacqueline Haessly (1980,
1989, 1997), along with peace educators Priscilla Prutzman (1974),
Stephanie Judson (1984), and James and Kathleen McGinnis (1981, 1990),
identify three key themes essential for effective, peaceful parenting. They
each teach that peaceful parenting depends upon creating environments
where a) affirmation of self and others, respect for individual differences,
and cooperation in play and work are modeled; b) conflict is resolved
peacefully; and c) our global citizenship is honored and celebrated. Such
an environment encourages affirmation of self and others; open and hon-
est communication about needs, wants, dreams, hopes, and feelings;
respect for all the ways that people differ within a family and beyond;
respectful, nurturing touch; and cooperation in work and play. Such an
environment also promotes the peaceful, nonviolent resolution of conflict.
Lastly, such an environment respects the needs of others who share life
with us in our global village.

As parents, Dan and I shared a commitment to family involvement in
peace and justice education and action. We also talked about peace in our
home. We taught peace education programs at churches, schools, confer-
ences, and universities. Together with our children, we served meals to the
hungry, gathered clothing for the needy, and wrote letters to legislators
seeking justice for all. Our children participated with us in peace marches
and conferences in our community and on travels to distant states. Sum-
mer vacations always included a trip to a peace conference or class. In
multiple ways we involved them in the process of education and acting for
peace with justice. They enjoyed the travel and the fun with friends at
peace conferences and camps, but were not always happy with our con-
stant chatter about peace and justice issues in the home, especially when
they saw us model other than peaceful parenting.

While all families may experience challenges in their efforts to promote
peace in the family, there are special challenges for families with special
needs sons. Children who have experienced abandonment find it hard to
affirm themselves, and in a society where criticism of others is common, they
also find it hard to affirm others. In weekly family sharing sessions, which
included fun activities such as family game times, we also included a “Just
Me” notebook activity which encouraged affirmation of self and each other.
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The test of our success with teaching the skill of affirmation occurred
one Sunday at our church, where I was conducting a peace education pro-
gram on affirmation for the adults. The teacher for the high school class
was absent, and I invited these young people, who included one of our
sons, to join us. Their group remained apart, assisted by the father of one
of the students. As I led the entire group through a series of affirmation
exercises,> only our son was able to participate in these exercises fully. In
the few years he had been in our family, he had learned well how to affirm
both himself and others. The other students initially seemed embarrassed
and uncomfortable with the process, as did many of the adults. By the end
of the session, everyone commented upon how much they appreciated the
activities and the feelings of self-esteem that surfaced during the activities.
Since put-downs figure so prominently in the recent shootings in school
and community settings throughout the United States and elsewhere, this
is a skill worth teaching to all children, not just sons with special needs.

When one has been placed into a social service system for adoption, it is
hard to communicate openly and honestly about needs, wants, hopes, and
dreams. Such children are more likely to try to figure out what the social
worker or potential adoptive family wants, rather than disclose what they
want or need. Will they give the “right” answer? Will they still be loved and
accepted if their answer is “wrong”? It becomes easier for such children to
respond with “I don’t know” or “I don’t care.” This is a necessary pattern
for personal survival but can wreak havoc in family life, because when chil-
dren claim they do not know what they want or need, parents cannot know
either. It leaves both guessing. Feelings among such children, especially
negative feelings such as anger and resentment, are more likely to be acted
out rather than expressed verbally. To counter such patterns, we included
time to share feelings in the “Just Me” notebook as part of the weekly shar-
ing sessions. We began by inviting the children to share their feelings
about emotionally safe topics, and slowly built in the opportunity to share
more sensitive topics.

Respect for racial and cultural differences was easy to both talk about
and model, since our home represented a mini—-United Nations, with a
total of sixteen nationalities represented among our five children and our-
selves. More difficult was teaching respect for different learning styles and
play patterns. When a ten-year-old is reading at the twelfth-grade level and
an eleven-year-old can barely master a first-grade reader, this makes for a
complicated family dynamic. Several of our sons were aggressive, competi-
tive athletes. Several enjoyed imaginative activities either alone or with
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friends. Each wanted his skills and interests valued. We struggled to find
ways to affirm all the ways each child was different, with varying levels of
success. One tactic that worked was to invite each child to plan an activity
for the family sharing time or an outing of the week. In this way, our sons
had an opportunity to have their own needs met and also learned to plan
activities that met the interests and skill levels of each other.

Gender differences, too, proved challenging due to the prevalence of
gender stereotyping in the larger culture. We tried to blend feminist values
with our peacemaking work. My husband and I shared in the tasks of nur-
turing, parenting, homemaking, and yard and car maintenance. Still, we
often found ourselves falling into patterns made easy by a culture that
trained us well for gender-specific roles. It took great vigilance to avoid
such pitfalls, vigilance that was sometimes lacking due to the other
demands on our energy. Our children saw that both of us held respected
professional roles in our community, but I was the one working out of the
home while Dan taught at a local college. Dan brought in a larger monthly
paycheck than did I. And in home and family care, I was the one home
with the children, while Dan commuted sixty miles each way for his work.
While Dan and the boys did most of the cooking and much of the clean-
ing, the “invisible” tasks of planning, managing, and overseeing the care of
the children and household activities fell squarely on my shoulders.

Language, too, in the music at church, in the text of books and news-
papers, and in daily speech, all came under scrutiny. For children who
already experience themselves as different—because of their adoptive sta-
tus, race, ability level, or having an assortment of other “different”
siblings—having parents stand up for gender equality, as well as for coop-
erative play and a world of peace with justice, and asking them to speak up
and stand out in support of gender and other issues seemed way too much.
In small and large ways, as they each reached their high school years, they
rebelled; with their friends they refused to use inclusive or gender-neutral
language, play games cooperatively, or participate in some of our more vis-
ible peace and justice work.

Children who have been physically or sexually abused find it difficult to
accept nurturing touch. Our daughter was diagnosed with tactile defen-
siveness as a result of the abuse she experienced. We had to find a way to
touch her as part of her daily routines, such as bathing and dressing, and
do so in a manner that communicated to her that she was safe. Our sons,
too, who had been sexually abused, needed to experience safe, respectful,
nurturing touch. This posed greater challenges because the culture itself
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and peer pressure have boys turning away from demonstrative contact with
both fathers and mothers as they go through the stages of preadolescence
and adolescence. Wrestling and other contact sports seemed the only
acceptable ways to obtain touch, and these activities were usually far from
nurturing.

Our sons, like so many sons in contemporary culture, have been social-
ized to compete in games, sports, education, and work. Efforts to promote
a cooperative way of playing and working together to achieve a common
team or family goal proved challenging. We had some small successes: they
enjoyed the intergenerational games I led at peace events and community
gatherings; they cooperated with the weekly family sharing sessions, taking
turns helping each other and planning sessions themselves; they also
joined together to save money for special trips, to help with major house-
hold tasks, and to plan special events. Today, while each still enjoys
competitive games—as players, spectators, or coaches—each of them also
espouses teamwork in the schools or business settings where they work
and, to varying degrees, they share homemaking tasks with those with
whom they live.

Resolving conflicts peacefully and nonviolently posed the greatest chal-
lenge of all to each member of our family. Past family histories—mine,
Dan’s, and our children’s—all played a part in what we viewed as conflict,
how we viewed conflict, and how we thought a conflict should be resolved.
Family meetings provided time to practice our family’s conflict resolution
model,® with varying degrees of success. When we took the time to identify
a conflict, brainstorm alone and together effective ways to resolve the con-
flict, and choose one way that all could agree upon, we were usually
successful. However, in the heat of an emotional uprising, we did not
always use the skills and tools available to us. Instead, I would revert to my
psychiatric training mode and embrace our children in what they came to
call the CATC hold.” At times, we shouted, ranted, and even raged. Once,
while preparing for a workshop I was to lead for parents on the topic of
peace and the family, our then ten-year-old son looked me square in the
eye and said “And you teach peace!” in his most sarcastic voice. I had just
scolded him in a not-so-peaceful manner. Today, Dan and I are familiar
with the work of Jack Lee Rosenberg and Beverly Kitaen-Morse, The Inti-
mate Couple (1996), and can draw upon their insights regarding issues of
abandonment and inundation to examine our own responses to a poten-
tial conflict situation and gain greater insight into potential conflicts
involving any of our children. Twenty-five years ago we did not have this
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information, and our past histories sometimes took over. Forgiveness and
reconciliation within the family are truly blessings which have helped all of
us to overcome an assortment of parental and child missteps.

A culture immersed in consumerism and militarism wreaks havoc on
any family’s commitment to live simply in order to show respect for the
needs of others who share life with us in our global village.® While we
urged simplicity and used resale shops for clothing items, furniture, and
games, our children’s friends and classmates were wearing alligators on
their clothing and touting the latest in computer games. Our car was an
old model on a street where a new car every few years was the norm. Chil-
dren who came into our family having so little felt different and insecure
when their friends had so much. In a home without guns—toy or other-
wise—all our children found creative ways to use Tinkertoys, pencils,
Legos, and even fingers to make the necessary war toys. And in a culture
that glorifies war, it was hard for our children to speak out against military
aggression, especially after their cousin was taken hostage during the Iran
hostage crisis.

An area of greatest pain occurred over issues regarding the military.
While our three adopted sons showed no interest in serving in the mili-
tary, the son born to us begged us to allow him to enlist before he turned
eighteen so he could “protect people” in one or more of the countries
then experiencing internal conflict, something we would not support.

Lastly, in our home, prayer and spiritual values were important. Our
family attended church services regularly, and we often incorporated
prayer services for special events in our home: Advent candles, Christmas
Eve family vigil, Lent, and Easter. Our children all seemed to appreciate
the richness of these rituals, both at home and at church and community
celebrations. However, two had no experience with prayer and church ser-
vice before joining our family, and another had lived in a number of foster
homes where he was exposed to both Jewish and Christian religious expe-
riences. Our family attended a Catholic church for regular services, but we
also attended interfaith and ecumenical services with people of other
faiths for special occasions, so they had a rich sense of the importance of
religion in our own and others’ personal lives. We also encouraged their
participation in community service projects to help them see the connec-
tion between religion, spirituality, and serving others in need. Throughout
the year, each child took turns planning a worship experience for Advent,
Lent, and other special events.
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Together these experiences helped shape our children and our family,
as together we attempted to create a family.

Conclusion

Our first son was born to us in 1973. Our special needs adopted sons and
our daughter joined our family between 1976 and 1979. In the intervening
decades we have provided love and nurturing care for these five young
people. They have filled our home and our lives with love and laughter as
well as tears as we worked to create a family. Together we have experienced
the joys and tribulations shared by most families everywhere. These young
people have delighted audiences with their song and dance in school and
community theatre; participated in soccer, baseball, and swim meets; and
taken part in debate clubs, church, synagogue, and community service
programs. There have been struggles, too: normal teenage rebellion, plus
instances of drugs and alcohol use, and even an encounter with the crimi-
nal justice system. Together, with the support of family, friends, and
helpful professionals, we have each survived these challenges and grown
through them.

Today all five of these children are young adults. Each has made a spe-
cial mark on life. Our youngest son now works as a computer programmer
for a major financial institution and participates in team-building activities
in his workplace. Another son works as an assistant at a local veterinary
clinic, showing affection to animals and respect for their owners. Another
son directs an alternative school program where students at risk are learn-
ing new skills and a sense of respect for themselves and others. Our oldest
son team-teaches math to middle school students in a large public school
system. Along the way, his students are also learning to respect each other
and cooperate on common tasks. All four sons are involved in various ways
in community volunteer work, and several coach youth sports teams at
school or in the community. Our daughter works part-time with commu-
nity groups serving children and the elderly. She delights people
everywhere with her quick smile and eager offers to help however she can.
When needed, each of her brothers will reach out to help care for her.
Like young people everywhere, each of our sons has fallen into and out of
love. Three are now parents themselves. In their own ways, all of these
young people are actively involved with family and community and have
participated in one way or another in the fullness of life. How we made
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“family” out of this mix, one where members of the family still seem to like
each other, at least most of the time, continues to amaze me.

Peacemaking values can be integrated into a home with special needs
sons. First parents must understand their own family histories and parent-
ing practices. Then they must have knowledge of the special needs of each
son or daughter, and how best, with the help of professionals, to meet
those needs. Next they must be aware of and choose to integrate peace-
making values, attitudes, skills, and practices into their family’s daily life
experiences. Lastly they must find creative ways to link the issues pertinent
to special needs sons with the values, skills, and tools essential to peaceful
parenting. With care and patience, parents can help build peaceful homes
for and with their special needs sons.

NOTES

1. The Adult Children of Alcoholic and Dysfunctional Families literature and
movement dates to the publication of Claudia Black’s 1t Will Never Happen to
Me (Denver: Medical Administration Co., 1982).

2. Terry Orlick from Canada has written a number of cooperative sports and
games books which promote the win-win model. These include The Coopera-
tive Sports and Games Book (1976), Every Kid Can Win (1977), and More
Cooperative Sports and Games (1985), all published by Pantheon Press, New
York.

3. Descriptions for adapting these and other children’s and family board games
can be found in Jacqueline Haessly’s books: Peacemaking: Family Activities for
Justice and Peace (1980) and Learning to Live Together (1989).

4. These stages have been identified by Jophie Braden, social worker for families
who were members of the Open Door Society in Wisconsin, an adoption net-
work for families who adopted children with special needs.

5. See Haessly (1980) and Prutzman and Stern (1987) for affirmation activity
suggestions.

6. One model for family meetings can be found in Haessly 1989. James and
Kathleen McGinnis also have a model for family meetings in their Parenting
Jfor Peace and Justice book.

7. Several of our children named this body hold restraining technique, which I
had first learned while working as a psychiatric nurse in the late 1950s, after
the Child and Adolescent Treatment Center programs in Milwaukee that
treated several of our children for emotional problems over a period of sev-
eral years.

8. This topic is also addressed by Judith Arcana, Every Mother’s Son (Seattle: Seal
Publishing, 1986) and by Beverly McPhail.



MOTHERING SONS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS m 55

WORKS CITED

Arcana, Judith. Every Mother’s Son. Seattle: Seal Publishing Co., 1986.

Black, Claudia. 1t Will Never Happen to Me. Denver: Medical Adminstration Co.,
1982.

Cannon, Nona. “Family Life Education for Peace.” Unpublished papers, Interna-
tional Family Life Education for Peace Conferences. Costa Rica: University for
Peace, 1987, 1992.

Haessly, Jacqueline. Peacemaking: Family Activities for Justice and Peace. Manwah, NJ:
Paulist Press, 1980.

. Learning to Live Together. San Jose: Resource Publications, 1989.

. “From Violence to Peace: Families Confront Challenges and Embrace Pos-
sibilities,” in Mothering Teens, Ed. by Miriam Kaufman, M.D. Prince Edward
Island: Gynergy Press, 1997.

Judson, Stephanie. Manual on Children and Nonviolence. San Jose: New Society Press,
1984.

McGinnis, James and Kathleen. Parenting for Peace and Justice. New York: Orbis Press,
1981.

. Parenting for Peace and Justice: Ten Years Later. New York: Orbis Press, 1990.

McPhail, Beverly. “Raising Feminist Sons: Notes from the Field.” Paper presented
at the International Conference on Mothers and Sons. York University, Septem-
ber 1998.

Myers-Walls, Judith. “Families as Educators for Global Citizenship.” Unpublished
paper, International Conference. Budapest, 1994.

Orlick, Terry. The Cooperative Sports and Games Book. New York: Pantheon Press,
1976.

. Every Kid Can Win. New York: Pantheon Press, 1977.
. More Cooperative Sports and Games. New York: Pantheon Press, 1985.

Prutzman, Priscilla. Children’s Creative Response to Conflict Program. New York: Quaker
Project on Nonviolence, 1974.

Prutzman, Priscilla, and Lee Stern. A Friendly Classroom for a Small Planet. San Jose:
New Society Publishers, 1987.

Rosenberg, Jack Lee, and Beverly Kitaen-Morse. The Intimate Couple. Atlanta:
Turner Publishing Co., 1996.



3

MASCULINITY, MATRIARCHY, AND MYTH

A BLACK FEMINIST

PERSPECTIVE

Claudette Lee
and Ethel Hill Williams

Introduction

Recent statistics indicate that nearly one-third of the African-American
male population is under some form of criminal justice supervision—
through incarceration, probation, or parole (Mauer and Hauling). These
conditions, combined with differences associated with the African-Ameri-
can culture, conditions associated with class and racism, have necessitated
that black women take a different approach to both feminism and the
parental relationship with their sons. Myths about the black family pro-
mulgated by scholars, political analysts, and the media compound this
situation. The myth that is most dominant is still that of the black matriar-
chal family structure famously perpetuated by D. Patrick Moynihan in
1965. These are all challenges to the black feminist mother.

The major challenge, however, to a black mother raising sons today
remains the same as that of yesterday—survival. The settings and tech-
niques may have changed, but the challenge remains the same. Racism,
discrimination, and oppression define the childhood of an African-
American male. Mothering for an African-American woman is defined by

56
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fear for her male child. Therefore her approach and relationship with her
son must be different.

This research proceeds to ask the question: Do black mothers rear
their sons in a manner different from their daughters and from white
mothers? And if so, what accounts for the differences? Is it the need for
their black sons to survive in a world that devalues them and negates
their being? Are the differences accounted for based on feminism, cul-
ture, or some other approach? Through a review of the literature and a
number of interviews, this research explores some of the challenges asso-
ciated with the mothering of black males, delineates a new feminist
approach and, we hope, debunks many of the myths associated with
African-American mothering.

History of Black Culture in America

“The family is one of the strongest and most important traditions in the
black community” (Franklin, 5). Loyalty to family defied the efforts of slave
owners to promote a casual attitude among blacks toward this all-impor-
tant institution. In the face of tremendous odds, African slaves, despite the
brutality they suffered and the separations forced on them by cruel slave
owners, managed to keep family attachments and relationships alive. At
the end of the Civil War, freemen searched frantically for family members
separated by slavery. Many were successful and some were not. Since many
slaves had been married by the mere consent of their owners, most freed
slaves sought to make their marriages legal and their children legitimate in
the eyes of the state.

Family stability in the black community survived Reconstruction. In the
1880s most rural and urban southern blacks lived in husband- or father-
present households and subfamilies. Long marriages continued to be
common among both rural and urban southern blacks. The great migra-
tion of blacks to the urban North during World War I and subsequent years
did not adversely affect the stability of the black family to any significant
degree. In 1925, for example, six of seven black households included
either a husband or father (Gutman).

The strong cultural tradition of family among African Americans has
survived slavery, segregation, discrimination, and enforced poverty. All
of this has been done without the support of a racially hostile govern-
ment that has upheld racist societal practices, policies, and attitudes.
Patrick Moynihan’s 1965 thesis on the black family suggested that the
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African-American family was falling apart because of black matriarchy
and that black women exploited black men. This opinion was treated as
fact and became what has been referred to as the myth of black matri-
archy. The suggestion that the overachievement of black women rather
than the forced underachievement of black men caused the major prob-
lems in black families, promotes racism and blames black women for the
problems of black families (Giddings). As Joyce Ladner notes, “No other
racial, ethnic or religious group of females in the United States has
undergone as much degradation, stereotyping and actual punishment
as black women” (Ladner, 3).

Black Mothering

Black parents, like parents in every society, socialize their children to
become self-sufficient, competent adults as defined by the society in which
they live. For black families in the United States, socialization occurs within
the ambiguities of a cultural heritage that is both African-American and
European-American, and a social system that espouses both democratic
equality for all citizens and castelike status for its black citizens (Peters).
Peters describes the discipline of black parents as more direct and physi-
cal than the psychologically oriented approach preferred by mainstream
families in the Euro-American culture (withdrawal of love, approval con-
tingent on behavior or accomplishment). She asserts that the
no-nonsense discipline of black parents is “functional, appropriate disci-
pline administered by caring parents” (Peters; Peters and Massey 1997;
Young 1970).

The socialization of black children in the United States prepares them to
survive in an environment that is hostile, racist, and discriminatory against
blacks (Bernard). Oppressive environmental forces influence how black
families live and raise their children (Peters). Rearing children in a white-
dominated society places special pressures on the black parent. Black
mothers want their children to be comfortable with their blackness, to be
secure, to be proud, and to be able to love. They want them to be at home in
the world in which they live (Harrison-Ross and Wyden). According to Marie
Peters and G. C. Massey, “Black parents have internally developed patterns of
coping with racial oppression, strategies proven to be effective in the past that
are incorporated into their own socialization process” (Peters and Massey, 3).

“In her study of Black mothers of young children, Richardson (1981)
found that most of the parents believed this society places more limitations
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on the life chances and opportunities of blacks than any other group of
people within the society because of racism. They [parents] agree that
being black in a country full of anti-black feelings and/or actions presents
real problems” (Peters and Massey 1997, 178). A person’s own experiences
influence their decisions about how they will raise their children. In prepa-
ration for expected encounters with racism, the mothers in Richardson’s
study felt that it was necessary to develop high self-esteem and self-confi-
dence in their children. Other studies of black parenting have also
reported the high priority black parents give to developing their children’s
self-esteem (Peters and Massey).

A number of black parents decide not to discuss racism or discrimina-
tion with their children because they do not want them to feel bitter,
resentful, or prejudiced against others (Lewis). These parents expect that
their children will discover institutional or individual racism someday and
they are prepared to help their children cope with this reality as necessary
(Peters). Therefore these black parents attempt to provide a buffer for the
negative messages that may be transmitted to their children by a society
that perpetuates stereotypical images of black people (Ogbu; Scanzoni).

Research on black families overwhelmingly shows that the behaviors
and lifestyles of black people are different from those of whites. The lives
of black parents and their child-rearing approaches are embedded in the
racial, cultural, and economic situation of blacks in the United States.
Some child-rearing practices are linked directly to a past that involves slav-
ery and oppression. Many black families emphasize obedience in their
child-rearing. It is an important issue and is not viewed negatively. It is rein-
forced throughout black culture and religion. In the past and in the
present, the obedience of a black child could be a matter of life and death.

Social scientists have viewed the adaptation of black families to their cir-
cumstances of poverty and discrimination and those cultural aspects that
reflect African heritage as “a problem” when they differ from the living
patterns of whites. Consequently there has always been pressure to con-
form to the values and behavior of mainstream white America.

Racism, Criminal Justice, and the Black Male

One of the most crucial challenges facing the African-American family is
the racial bias in the criminal justice system. The National Association of
Criminal Defense Lawyers in the report Racism in the Criminal Justice System
stated the following: “African Americans make up 12 percent of the U.S.
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population but account for 45 percent of all arrests and over half of Amer-
ica’s rapidly growing prison population.” A 1990 report by the Sentencing
Project, a Washington, D.C.-based think tank, found that one in four
African-American males ages twenty to twenty-nine was under some form of
criminal justice supervision in prison or jail, on probation, or on parole. In
1995, the Sentencing Project’s Young Black Americans and the Criminal Justice
System: Five Years Later revealed that the figure had grown to nearly one in
three. Although the most reliable studies indicate that African Americans
constitute about 13 percent of monthly drug users, they make up 35 per-
cent of arrests for drug possession, 55 percent of convictions, and 75
percent of prison sentences. This racially disparate treatment threatens to
disintegrate America’s minority communities, depopulating them of wage
earners and infecting them with ever-greater levels of alienation and anger.
These factors impact the African-American mother’s approach to mother-
ing. They necessitate that primary emphasis be placed on teaching black
males to survive above everything else.

In The State of Black America, published by the National Urban League,
Inc. in 1993, Jeff P. Howard stated that the mortality rate for black males
between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five is 3.25 times that for black
women. The main cause of death is gunfire by a member of his own race.
If an African-American mother manages to take very good care of her male
child, tutors him, mentors him, and shows him how to survive, she still wor-
ries and prays about those circumstances out of her control.
African-American mothers know that their sons live in a hostile social envi-
ronment and that teaching them to navigate the rough waters of racism is
the greatest challenge they have. Does a feminist approach to mothering
assist black mothers in their efforts to secure their sons’ survival? The fol-
lowing sections explore feminism from a definitional point of view.

Understanding the Feminist Perspective

There is a great deal of debate about the definition of feminism. As Ula
Taylor put it: “As a theoretical construct, feminism presently has more
raps than Queen Latifah” (234). Carmen Vasquez asserts: “We can’t even
agree on what a feminist is, never mind what she would believe in and
how she defines the principles that constitute honor among us” (11).
According to bell hooks: “Most people in the United States think of femi-
nism, or the more commonly used term ‘women’s lib,” as a movement that

aims to make women the social equals of men” (hooks 1984, 18). Pearl
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Cleage, black feminist activist and scholar, uses a simple definition for the
term. She explains feminism as: “the belief that women are full human
beings, capable of participation and leadership in the full range of human
activities—intellectual, political, social, sexual, spiritual, and economic”
(28). It can also be viewed as a political movement whose foremost objective
is the elimination of sexist oppression and all acts resulting from sexism.

Feminism as understood by most Western white women leads to the
eradication of all forms of male supremacy. They commonly espouse that it
should be the central agenda, globally, for all females. Ideologically, this
focus enables Western white women, especially those who are privileged, to
suggest that racism and class exploitation are merely the offspring of the
parent system—patriarchy (hooks 1989).

Caraway reports that the media in the United States portrays feminism
as a “for-whites-only” movement. It is viewed by both blacks and whites as
the cultural property of middle-class white women. A number of writers on
the topic see this version of feminism as a false universalism that general-
izes the experiences of women. It ignores the specifications of race,
religion, class, or sexuality (hooks 1984; Taylor; Collins 1996). Despite the
removal of black women from the feminist struggle by the media, many
African Americans have struggled against this exclusionary feminism and
have participated in what appears to be a white-only feminist activity.

Black Feminism versus White Feminism

In response to exclusion from the broader feminist movement, black women
have taken a feminist approach that is different from that of white feminism.
It is a process of self-conscious struggle that empowers African-American
women and men to actualize a humanist vision of community (Collins 1990,
30). It emerged in response to feminist theories and white women’s move-
ments that omitted serious examination of racism and the general concerns
of black women and other women of color (Hamer and Neville). hooks has
written, “Often the history of our struggle as black people is synonymous with
the efforts of black males to have patriarchal power and privilege in order to
redeem black manhood” (hooks 1989). Collins supports this argument. She
writes: “Inserting the adjective ‘black’ challenges the assumed whiteness of
feminism and disrupts the false universal of this term for both black and
white women.” Black feminism disrupts the racism inherent in presenting
feminism as a for-whites-only ideology and political movement. This term
positions black women to examine how particular issues affecting black
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women in the United States are part of women’s emancipation struggles
globally (Collins 1996, 5-6).

African-American women who use the term black feminism attach vary-
ing interpretations. Some perspectives emphasize the interaction between
race, class, and gender oppressions. Each of these factors contributes
equally to the plight of African-American women. Other perspectives focus
on the importance of understanding black women’s oppression as an ide-
ology that emanates from a patriarchal culture—a position similar to that
underlying white feminism (Hamer and Neville, 3). Collins, as summa-
rized by Ula Taylor, contends that the diversity of black feminism can be

summarized into four core themes:

m Black women empower themselves by creating self-valuations that
enable them to create positive images of black womanhood.

m Black women confront and dismantle the structure of domination
in terms of race, class, and gender oppression.

m Black women intertwine intellectual thought and political
activism.

® Black women recognize a distinct cultural heritage that gives them

the energy and skills to resist and transform daily discrimination
(Taylor, 2).

Feminism versus the Concept of Womanism

Beyond the theoretical and ideological perspectives surrounding black
feminism, black women are at a decision point that in many ways mirrors
the struggle of all African Americans. The feminist consciousness of
African-American women cannot be understood and explained adequately
apart from the historical context in which black women have found them-
selves. McCray contends that it is critical to consider black women’s
African heritage, their strong religious beliefs, the caring roles they have
been placed in through socioeconomic circumstances, and their need for
mutual aid to survive a hostile environment. This environment impacts the
black feminist perspective. Elmer Martin and Joanne Mitchell Martin
assert, “As cruel and dehumanizing as slavery was, it ironically equalized
the black man and the black woman.”(192). This, again, sets black women
apart from white women in their struggle for recognition and respect.

A number of difficulties surround the use of the term “feminism.” Patri-
cia Collins describes them as:
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1. Attempts to express the genuine concerns of black women are
compromised by pressures to absorb and recast issues within the
white feminist framework.

2. The association of feminism with lesbianism brings black feminism
into direct conflict with selected elements of the black religious expe-
rience. While individual African-American women may be accepting
of gays, lesbians, and bisexuals as individuals, collectively they have
distanced themselves from social movements perceived as requiring
acceptance of homosexuality.

3. Many black women see black feminism as being “exclusively for
black women only and rejecting black men” (Collins 1996, 6-7). This
puts them at odds with black culture and the black experience that
defines that culture.

Alice Walker presents a different concept, womanism, that takes into
consideration all of the concerns posed by the concepts of feminism origi-
nally used by American white women and subsequently adopted into black
feminism. Instead, white women, and men, are seen as part of the prob-
lems experienced by black people. Womanism provides an avenue to foster
stronger relationships between black women and black men, committing
its proponents to the survival and wholeness of an entire people, male and
female. As an interpretive principle, the black womanist tradition provides
the incentive to chip away at the oppressive structures, bit by bit (Cannon,
47-56). It serves as a means of addressing gender oppression without
attacking black men (Collins 1996, 4). According to William VanDeburg,
this is a pluralist version of black empowerment in which retaining black
cultural distinctiveness allows group integration rather than individual
assimilation. It is a theme seen in the teaching and nurturing of African-
American women (Cannon; Collins 1990, 1996).

Womanism focuses on the need for racial solidarity and survival of the
race. This perspective removes its followers from broader or more global
women'’s issues. Black feminism’s connection to existing women’s strug-
gles fosters a clearer agenda regarding gender; however, its associations
with whiteness fosters its rejection by the very constituency it aims to
serve.

Currently no term exists that adequately represents the substance of
what diverse groups of black women alternately call womanism and black
feminism. Collins suggests that the time has come to go beyond naming

by applying the main ideas contributed by both womanists and black
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feminists to analyzing the centrality of gender in shaping a range of rela-
tionships within African-American communities. She suggests that,
historically, African-American mothers have combined both approaches
in raising their children. The issue of rearing male children to respect
the talents and valuable input of women into society is important; how-
ever, equally—if not more—important is the necessity of raising their
sons to survive in a racist and oppressive society (Collins 1996).

African-American mothering differs in its need to impose a sense of
awareness of a racially oppressive society, and how to survive physically,
mentally, and emotionally in an environment often hostile to the existence
of blacks, especially black males. For African-American mothers this need
extends not only to their sons but to all of the men in their lives. These are
the efforts that have been labeled as matriarchal and domineering. They
have been misunderstood by the dominant white culture and sometimes
by black men.

The centrality of black women in “black family networks should not be
confused with matriarchal or female-dominated family units. The concep-
tual assumption of the matriarchal thesis is that someone must ‘rule’ the
household in order for it to function effectively. Neither black men nor
black women rule black networks. Rather, African Americans’ relationship
to the slave political economy, and the resultant racially oppressive system,
makes it unlikely that either patriarchal or matriarchal domination can
take root” (Davis; Burnam, 198). This denounces the images created by
others, either the “white-male created ‘matriarch,” or black-male perpetu-
ated ‘super strong black mother’” (Collins 1990, 117).

This is the context of mothering on which this study is based. It assumes
that African-American women combine both the feminist and the woman-
ist approaches as a means of preparing their sons for, and protecting them
from, the society in which they live. The following analysis surveys mothers
from diverse backgrounds to determine the factors perceived to be most
important to mothering.

The Impact of Feminist Thought on Mothering

The assumptions of the authors, based on the previous research, was that
the universal approach described by Collins, combining both the appro-
priate tenets of feminism and the more black-oriented womanist
approach, would be exercised by African-American mothers in rearing
their sons. Black mothers, and perhaps other mothers of color, would
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place their priority in parenting on survival issues. They would stress the
issues of safety, general protection, and the need to provide skills that
would help their sons combat racism and the effect it has on the physical,
mental, and emotional aspects of black survival. Mothering would not be
in an overwhelmingly controlling or “matriarchal” mode, as is often attrib-
uted to African-American women, but would permit and encourage
masculinity. The difference in parenting boys versus girls would be in
issues stressing safety and protection while maintaining self-esteem. The
important issues in rearing black girls, in addition to the basic questions of
survival, center on protection from patriarchy and “mis-use” by all men.
The approach and the focus is still somewhat different from the focus of
white feminists with their daughters.

White mothers view their primary role as encouraging their children
(sons and daughters) to make their individual contributions to human-
ity. Their feminist beliefs are manifested in rearing their sons to become
aware of “femaleness.” This emphasis includes guiding their sons in some
way to an understanding of the importance of women to the universe,
and pointing out to their sons that there is a need to explore a mode of
thinking outside the patriarchal model. The difference in parenting
daughters would be in nurturing the girls’ awareness of self and the
importance of becoming contributing members of society, while encour-
aging them to “march to the beat of a different drum” in a male-dominated
society.

This study uses data collected from twenty-two personal interviews. The
interviews were held in a one-on-one format to get a clear picture of each
mother’s motivating issues and to prevent one person from swaying the
thoughts of another. The process of selection was random but not scien-
tific. Interviewees included coworkers, friends, acquaintances, and those
referred by others. There was an attempt to diversify the population as
much as possible in terms of race/ethnicity, age, and other socioeconomic
factors. Because the selection process was not scientific, many participants
were from the same age group, and many had similar educational and
income levels across ethnic/racial cohorts. There were eleven black, ten
white, and two Hispanic mothers.

Interview questions were designed to obtain the mothers’ views of
their major responsibility as a parent generally, then their perceived
responsibility as mothers of sons, including how their relationships
changed as their sons reached different ages. The interviews revealed the
following information.
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Perceived Major Responsibility in Raising Sons

The responses to these questions had some similarities across the groups.
Rearing sons (and daughters) to be good citizens and respectful adults was
important to all of the mothers. These issues varied in order of importance
by racial/ethnic groups. It was the major priority for Caucasian mothers.
They emphasized the importance of raising their sons to be moral/ethical
individuals and secure adults. Specific responses included: My most impor-

”, «

tant role is to “love him”; “teach him right from wrong”; “teach him honesty,
integrity, and the work ethic”; “teach him to have a faithful, loving and gen-
erous spirit”; and “encourage him to make goals and accomplish them.”

The two Hispanic mothers emphasized “being compassionate, loving,
and understanding” parents and “teaching their sons the way of the Lord”
(religious training) as their first priorities. This was followed by teaching
them good citizenship.

African-American mothers stressed grounding their sons with an under-
standing of the necessity of obtaining a good education, encouraging high
self-esteem, and preparing them to deal with the everyday demands of life
as the most important maternal function. Providing all of their children
with a strong spiritual base was second on the list of priorities, followed by
teaching them to be responsible and productive human beings.

The Mother-Son Relationship

White mothers consistently talked about discipline problems during the
teen years, but they emphasized “reestablishing” close relationships once
their sons moved into their adult years. Basic problems stemmed from the
adult/adolescent power struggles that emerged in their sons’ quest for
independence between the ages of twelve and the early twenties. Issues
such as ignoring curfews and all parental instruction appeared to be com-
mon. Mothers with younger sons emphasized enjoying a loving, friendly
relationship that encouraged nurturing and warmth. Overwhelmingly
these mothers discussed allowing their sons to develop a sense of indepen-
dence. As conflict arose during the adolescent years, Caucasian mothers
spoke of providing “guidance and advice” but allowing their sons to find
their own way.

The Latino mothers described close, friendly relationships with their
sons (even during adolescence). The ages described as problem years by
white mothers were discussed by Hispanic mothers in terms of “testing the
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boundaries” but not affecting the parent/child relationship. Establishing
and reestablishing relationships, as discussed by white mothers, was never
mentioned.

Black mothers responded in a manner similar to Hispanic mothers.
They spoke of their sons challenging parental authority rather than get-
ting into trouble outside of the home. The African-American mothers
emphasized strong parental supervision (at all ages) rather than the use of
a guidance- and-advice approach as their sons became older.

Special Considerations, Precautions, and Activities
Necessary in Parenting Sons

These questions were designed to be the most useful in addressing femi-
nist and/or womanist issues in parenting. They asked about whether the
mothers took special safety precautions with their sons as opposed to their
daughters, or if there were certain activities or special considerations given
to their male children. The Caucasian and Latino responses were very sim-
ilar. The majority of mothers said they took no special gender-related
precautions with their sons. The answers that varied from this response
were related to concerns about pedophiles and stranger abductions. One
white mother was very adamant about the warnings she gave her son. She
stated, “I constantly alerted him because he is a blue-eyed blonde and
much more likely to be preyed upon.”

The discussion of special considerations and activities almost immedi-
ately brought out efforts by white mothers, to teach their sons to respect
females. One mother declared, “Because he is a white male, I don’t want
him to be a ‘male-chauvinist pig.””

Both Hispanic mothers said they took no special gender-related precau-
tions. One of the two explained that she taught her son about bigotry and
“how to understand people’s ignorance regarding Hispanics,” but added
that it was not a topic she dwelled on.

The questions on special considerations and precautions pointed out
the greatest amount of variance between the black and white interviewees.
Black mothers discussed instructing their sons “to be extra careful and not
to do anything that would cause them to be stopped by the police” (this
was due to the perception the larger society has of black males). Several
mothers discussed the close bond they had with their sons. When asked
which was stronger, the mother/son relationship or the mother/daughter
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relationship, the majority agreed that they were closer to their sons. They
offered no reasons why this was so. Most of the African-American mothers
spoke of the importance of helping their sons understand the necessity of
treating all people with respect; one mother added, “including women.”
This statement was made in a matter-of-fact manner, not as something on

which she placed great emphasis.

Conclusion

The findings of this study are consistent with the literature. Many of the
ideas surrounding parenting were unique to the cultural experiences of
each group. Mothering for white women centered around the need to nur-
ture and care for their children. Their relationships with their sons were
not very different from the relationships they had with their daughters
(except when individual personalities warranted closer or more distant
bonds). Those concerned with feminist issues took special care to provide
their sons with the knowledge and introduce them to the activities that
would foster respect for women as well as acknowledge the particular con-
tributions made by women to society and the world.

Black mothers “attempted to instill a sense of self-acceptance strong
enough to counteract the negative messages of the larger society. They
raised their children to be assertive, emotionally expressive, and indepen-
dent,” just as the literature specified (McGoldrick, 189). Although they
did not necessarily prefer sons, they tended to have a closer relationship
with them than with their daughters, they feared more for their safety,
and they took many more precautions to shield them from a racially hos-
tile environment.

Do black mothers rear their sons in a manner different from their
daughters and from white mothers? The answer is a resounding yes! It is
difficult to determine whether the parenting differences found in this
study resulted from a feminist/womanist approach, or whether the dissim-
ilarities are more closely related to cultural and historical differences
between blacks and whites. What can be said is that the “matriarchal”
assumptions surrounding black female attitudes and actions are false.
African Americans approach motherhood and day-to-day existence on the
basis of helping a people to survive a hostile environment. The history of
blacks in America certainly cannot be ignored or downplayed in any life
circumstances. Parenting, as well as other black/white issues, warrants

more extensive study.
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MOTHERS, SONS,

AND THE ART OF PEACEBUILDING

Linda Rennie Forcey

My early work on mothers of sons suggested that the mother-son relation-
ship is not all it could be. It seems that mothers tread cautiously with sons;
in fact, one could argue ironically, there is too much of a certain kind of
peacekeeping. When, as part of an oral history project, I asked women in
mid-life what they currently talk about with their children, those with both
sons and daughters recalled in detail only conversations with the latter
(Forcey 1987, 81-101). There was generally with daughters an ongoing
dialogue, a sharing of experiences and emotions, with empathy and sup-
port for one another. This was not, generally, true for sons. The
conversations mothers recalled usually focused on their sons” worlds of
school, work, or relationships, all on a markedly more superficial, safer
level. As Adrienne Rich has pointed out, there is a “fear of ‘alienating’ a
male child from ‘his’ culture” which still runs deep among women (205).
Patterns of communication between mothers and sons have been con-
ditioned by the way the historical subordination of women in the public
sphere has been combined with their temporary dominance over nurtur-
ing relationships with children in the private sphere, in the home. Such
patterns also have been conditioned by the questioning by both women
and men of a contemporary gender system with its private and public
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gendered spheres of activity. It should come as no surprise that these pat-
terns are ambiguously characterized by such affectivities as peacekeeping
and peacemaking, the mother traditionally regarded as both “the angel
in the house” (Woolf, 285) and “the powerless appeaser . . . innocent of
the real world” (Ruddick, 137).

These reflections are based on feminist research of stories from moth-
ers with sons who are adolescents or older, peace research, and my own
experiences as a feminist academic, peace activist, and a mother to six chil-
dren (two of whom are stepchildren and three of whom are sons). I argue
first, that for mothers of sons to be able to appreciate peacebuilding as an
art, they, and all women and men, must come to understand the awesome-
ness of the contemporary responsibility placed upon mothers of sons.
Second, I support the notion that mothers and sons must learn to share
and care with a fuller knowledge of the human frailties and vulnerabilities
of each other and of other women and men in all their diversity. Third, I
maintain that peacebuilding requires that we all learn to appreciate better
a strategy for change that seeks to implement standards of justice, nonvio-
lent social institutions, and inclusive social norms for all sons and
daughters, not just for our own. Questions like: What has gone wrong with
the socialization of men in the United States? and: “Who should be in
charge of the bringing up of our children? become issues not just for
mothers but for everyone to ponder. This means that the private lives of
mothers and sons must connect with all of our public lives, that we cannot
remain unconnected from each other.

After thinking about mother-son relationships on both public and pri-
vate levels for a good number of years now, I have concluded that many
mothers see themselves as peacekeepers and peacemakers on the familial
level, especially between sons and their fathers. They seldom see them-
selves as peacebuilders—that is, in a larger, public sense. Women often
define peace in the family as merely the absence of conflict, and this is one
of the reasons their communication with sons becomes limited to the non-
controversial. They often feel impelled to sweep their differences with sons
under the carpet. They tend to take a “peace at any price” approach, thus
making for severe limitations on the sharing of experiences (Forcey 1987).
Thus even their roles as peacekeepers and makers come at great cost to
their own self-esteem, growth, and peace of mind.

I argue, therefore, that as long as the mothering assignment includes
having the sole responsibility for the well-being of sons, there will be little
opportunity for genuine peacebuilding on the familial and larger public
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levels. Of course children have certain “demands” that must be met.
Infants must be fed, diapered, cuddled, played with, talked to, cared for,
and loved. Children’s lives must be preserved and their growth must be fos-
tered.! In fact, it is clear that human beings of whatever age need far more
nurturing than they usually get. What remains in dispute, however, is who
should be responsible for the raising, caring, and socialization of our sons
and daughters.

I came to this topic of mothers and sons and the art of peacebuilding via
several paths. One was theoretical and academic (a major focus of my dis-
sertation and teaching in the field of women’s studies); another, highly
personal (the search for meaning in the suicide of a close friend); and
another, familial and sometimes tortuous, at times contradictory, and not
wholly coherent (that is, making sense of my own experiences as a mother
of sons). I first began to reflect seriously about the mother-son relationship
in 1971 when I returned to graduate school after childbearing and raising
for more than a decade. My Ph.D. dissertation, entitled “Personality in Pol-
itics: The Commitment of a Suicide,” examined the life of one young man,
Robert Starobin, who killed himself at the age of thirty-one.

Bob had been a “red diaper baby,” a prominent political activist of the
1960s, a respected historian, and a personal friend of mine. Through an
analysis of his letters, personal papers, and diaries, and by open-ended
interviews with his friends, fellow activists, colleagues, lovers, and family,
particularly his mother, I attempted to tell from many different perspec-
tives the story of the complicated interplay between one man’s personal
life and his political/socioeconomic environment. As I worked on the pro-
ject I found myself becoming increasingly focused on Bob’s mother, so
much so that in my mind, she, as much as her son, was a victim. Before I
and others who knew Bob had even met the woman, we had wondered
about her and her relationship with her son. So did she, I later learned,
for the suicide of a child becomes in the mind of the mother the ultimate
violent failure of mothering. My developing feminist consciousness and
my own children’s emergence into adolescence were enhancing my
empathy for all mothers. I found myself wanting to understand better that
particular mother whose son, my friend, had killed himself. I found
myself wanting to understand better the relationships of all mothers to
sons, my own three included.



74 m FORCEY

The dissertation could be considered the genesis of my book, Mothers of
Sons: Toward an Understanding of Responsibility. The book was based on oral
histories of one hundred mothers from a wide variety of socioeconomic
backgrounds who had sons aged sixteen and older. I argued that mothers
of sons had been placed in a catch-22 situation. In the eyes of our social
commentators, they had been damned if they did and damned if they did-
n’t. While Freud, practically every biographer of famous men, most social
scientists, and many literary figures tell us that behind every conqueror,
every hero, is the responsible mother, they usually describe her as overin-
volved, overwhelming, and smothering. Alternately, we are told that
behind every vain, hypersensitive, invidious, violent, sexually deviant, men-
tally ill, or merely unfulfilled male of whatever age there is that same
responsible mother.

The peacebuilding theme emerged, somewhat surprisingly and
serendipitously, from my reflections on the awesomeness of the mothering
responsibility. On the familial level, I concluded from my analysis of the
interviews that peacekeeping and peacemaking, rather than positive
peacebuilding, was a central theme of many women’s perceptions of their
roles as mothers to sons. And, from their perspectives, these were ambigu-
ous roles. Many mothers seem to believe that built into their responsibility
assignment are some rigid communication rules about peacekeeping and
peacemaking. To be a loving, caring mother of sons is 1) to teach sons to
identify with their fathers; 2) to keep the peace between fathers and sons;
3) to be nonconfrontational with sons; and 4) to protect sons from “the
truth” about painful, personal issues such as marital problems, divorce, ill-
ness, and even boredom. Many mothers, I concluded, withheld their
opinions, did not speak their minds, avoided expressions of feelings and
emotions, and, as often as not, suppressed much anger. In the line of
duty, as they defined it, they opted for a much more limited honesty and
openness—one that hid the self and precluded intimacy and thus gen-
uine peacebuilding.

On the public level, most feminist peace researchers and I have found
that the record as to mothers’ support of national wars has been similar to
that of men. Women as well as men are committed to what they regard as
“the national interest.” In my Mothers of Sons study, however, I spoke with
many women who, while they encouraged their sons to join the military,
did so not out of patriotism. Rather, they viewed the military as the only or
best available means of shifting elsewhere the mothering responsibility—
be it psychological, social, or economic—from themselves alone to a larger
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institution. Similarly, Barbara Omolade has pointed out that African-
American women have a legacy of support for war because the military
represents economic opportunity and social status for their sons and, inci-
dentally, for their daughters too. “Few black women,” Omolade tells us,
“can live outside the dilemmas posed by this predicament. Which war zone
does she protect her son from: The military or the street?” (184).

The Mothers of Sons book challenged the notion that women by virtue
of their mothering capabilities are naturally more peace-loving than men
or than other women. I argued that only when we can put to rest the all-
powerful-mother stereotype and begin to see them as people with their
own uniqueness, struggling with conflicting values at a particular histori-
cal moment, can we begin to understand. One mother I interviewed put
it this way:

I think we mothers of sons often just fall into the social expectations
of the relationship rather than letting our relationships be unique in
what they are. As women we live out others’ expectations—what we
should do, shouldn’t do. That is all we seem to be able to act on. We
simply have to speak out so that we can break through all of that. If
we break through to what is really right or true or best for us then we
can have this fundamental sense of being there for our sons and also
being free. And our sons can have that same sense of being there for
us and also being free. (149)

Many women find it difficult to examine critically this assignment of
responsibility. There is a dearth of feminist analysis of the mother-son rela-
tionship together with the socialization of aggressive boys in the United
States.? There are several reasons. One relates to a popular, deeply held
perception about women’s nature, another, to assumptions about the ways
in which children grow and develop, and a third, to the ill-defined stan-
dards by which we measure “good” mothering. First, with respect to
women’s nature, mothers have generally been considered to be the nicer,
kinder, gentler sex, innately able to provide unconditional love as the very
definition of woMAN. Not always, however. In what has been referred to as
stage one of the contemporary feminist movement, for example, “the
angel in the house” was, if not squashed, at least repressed. That is to say,
the peaceful nature of women and their motherwork was not the focus.
Building on the work of Simone de Beauvoir in the late forties and Betty
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Friedan in the early sixties, feminists began to see the glorification of
mothering as an instrument of women’s oppression.

By the mid-seventies, however, a number of feminist scholars had begun
to argue that the first wave of feminist theorizing invalidated ways of know-
ing that seemed characteristically womanly.? The second wave of feminist
theorizing took a posture that sought to discover and validate women’s
lives in the concrete labors of their daily experiences. This standpoint
(often labelled “essentialist”) assumes a separate female world, one in
which women are essentially different from men—more caring, more
cooperative, more peaceful.

We should note that while this long-term debate still rages,* this assump-
tion that women and men have essential natures (with women being nicer,
kinder, gentler) has been challenged by many feminist theorists writing in
the late eighties and nineties. These writers are extremely skeptical of any
universalist ideas that downplay thinking about how distinct and different
all people are. They believe that claims of difference can easily be read as a
biologically essentialist claim compatible with conservative discourse as to
the proper roles for women and men.

Women have also found this assignment difficult to question because
the responsibility of mothers to children is predicated on certain accepted
but questionable assumptions about the ways in which children grow and
develop, which reflect the dominant cultural and psychological thought of
any given historical period. In post-Freudian Western societies the presup-
positions for healthy childhood development include an appreciation of
the primacy of infancy, the need for early bonding with the mother, uncon-
ditional mother love, and the prolongation of infancy to adolescence and
frequently far beyond. Childhood has become a forever stage, so that we
now have our responsible mothers to blame forever. For boys, there are
additional problematic assumptions about development that mothers are
required to understand and do something about. These include recogni-
tion of the incestuous desires of sons to possess mothers, the need for sons
to learn to repress these desires, acknowledgment of the inevitable rivalry
between fathers and sons, an appreciation of the inevitable struggle for
separation from mothers, and the need for sons ultimately to identify with
fathers in order to become “normal,” heterosexual, productive men.

As Philippe Aries reminds us, however, assumptions about childhood
change over time. Mothers’ roles in the lives of their children were not
always as we now know them. As myriad contemporary feminists of color
also remind the white, middle-class women of the United States, assump-
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tions about childhood are not always as the dominant culture portrays
them.?> And, beyond the scope of this paper but important for all of us to
consider, a number of leading developmental psychologists have recently
rallied around a new hypothesis from grandmother Judith Rich Harris.
She argues that what is important is not what children learn from their par-
ents but what they learn outside the home. Put bluntly, peers matter more
than parents (Gladwell, 54-64).

The third reason why this responsibility concept is as confusing as it is
awesome is the lack of meaningful definition of what it takes to fulfill one’s
responsibility—what it takes to be a “good” mother. For mothers who have
been attacked as vipers and held responsible for most of the problems of
society, there is not too much to go on. The literature of the social sciences
on mothers of sons explores the relationship primarily within a post-
Freudian context that argues for the centrality of mothers to sons. It
generally assumes a particular tension in the relationship, often explained
in terms of an absent father who has left the wife as much in need of a hus-
band as the son is of a father (Bibring).

The consequences for sons of women’s dominance in the family, as
social historian Christopher Lasch saw it, are positively awful. “Their
unconscious impressions of the mother are so overblown and so heavily
influenced by aggressive impulses and the quality of her care so little
attuned to the child’s needs, that she appears in the child’s fantasies as a
devouring bird, a vagina full of teeth” (217). Is it any wonder most women
avoid questioning the meaning or the wisdom of the assignment? Is it any
wonder that many mothers of sons choose to be, at any price, mere peace-
makers and peacekeepers?

v

Here we must realize the subtle distinctions that peace educators make
among the terms peacekeeping, peacemaking, and peacebuilding. These will clar-
ify how mother-son relationships can find a new focus with the art of
peacebuilding.6 By peacekeeping the educators refer to violence-prevention
activities to create an orderly environment for our children. Peace
researchers call this a “negative peace” approach. For example, in schools
with high levels of physical violence there are often daily weapons searches,
frequent detentions and expulsions, and the use of such devices as metal
detectors. While many peacekeeping activities are essential for the well-
being of children, they are limited in that they merely mirror a generally
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punitive criminal justice system, with a disproportionate number of African-
American and Latino/Latina students becoming the subjects of
peacekeeping exhortations.”

On the familial level, some mothers rely frequently on their own author-
ity, a peace-through-strength approach, to educate their children,
particularly their sons, about the consequences of violent behavior. They
enforce rules that they believe will help deter self-destructive and cruel
behavior in order to make a safer environment for their children. It must
be noted here that mothers’ experiences as peacekeepers, as all mothering
experiences, must be viewed in the social, political, and economic contexts
in which they emerge. As Patricia Hill Collins points out, motherwork for
women of color: “reflects the tensions inherent in trying to foster a mean-
ingful racial identity in children within a society that denigrates people of
color. . . . White children are socialized into their rightful place in systems
of racial privilege. Racially ethnic women have no such guarantees for
their children; their children must first be taught to survive in systems that
oppress them” (57).

In my own research I discovered there are layers and layers of strug-
gles that are part of most mothers’ total situation. Some mothers are too
tired to deal with the day-to-day problems of their sons and are more
than willing to delegate peacekeeping activities to the schools. This is
how one overwhelmed mother described an encounter with the high
school principal:

We had a principal who called me on the telephone and told me to
get down to the school because my sons wouldn’t get on the school
bus at the snap of a hat and he told me they were hoodlums. I don’t
go for this telephoning and I told him that if they do anything wrong
I give my permission for him to pick up a ruler or use his fist—punch
them one. But, I said, don’t ever call me again because my husband is
real sick and I am working so hard and I am tired and I don’t want
any more phone calls. Well, I know he didn’t believe how sick my hus-
band was and how bad things was around here and he kept on calling
me and then my husband upped and died and this principal finally
realized what I meant. I hope he’s still thinking about it. (Forcey
1987: 69)

Proponents of peacemaking strategies tend to look beyon