




















































































































































The Enmeshment Dance

CHAPTER FOUR

EMERGING THEMES

66

This chapter was organized according to seven themes that were gathered

from the information provided by the five participants. The seven themes are:

unmet childhood needs, financial difficulties, protecting mother, feelings of

inadequacy, connections and patterns, anger, and making changes. As the

themes emerged, it became evident that the participants verified much of what

was found in the literature. The daughter's relationship with her mother in

childhood and in adulthood, as well as her relationship with other adults, was told

in the words of each participant, in summarized detail. ln order to maintain

maximum confidentiality for the participants, complete transcriptions of the

interviews were not used; rather, brief excerpts were included.

Unmet Childhood Needs

This first theme dealt with the unmet childhood needs of the participants.

Ackerman (1989) described adults whose needs as children were not met. "l

believe that the greatest pain . . . occurs not when you realize that you have

been victimized, but rather when you became aware of what you have missed"

(p 39). Childhood needs include. healthy mirroring (Miller, 1990b), satisfying

dependency needs (Eichenbaum & Orbach, 1987), basic trust in others (Erikson,

1963), acceptance and affirmation of the growing child (Bradshaw, 1988),
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protection and nufturing (Bassoff, 1991), accurate reflection (Bassoff, 1991), and

validation of needs and feelings (Fonruard, 1989).

Friedman (1985) summed up the sense of the losses that the individual

suffers when many of these childhood needs have bene unfulfilled. "Since the

real Self has never been seen or supported, the only sense of identity comes

from being enmeshed with mother" (p 63)

Several authors, in particular Alice Miller (1990b), are identified in this study

as emphasizing the basic childhood needs of every child and the resulting effects

of not having those needs met. Miller (1990b) mentioned the lack of "a healthy

self esteem" (p. 7); Bassoff (1991) noted the upside down nature of the

relationship in which the child wants to take care of the parent, "Her young

daughter, who loves her better than her own life, wants simply to make her well"

(p 18); Bradshaw (1988b) pointed out the terrible bind that the child experienced

anytime she did something that the parent did not want her to do, "not to obey is

equivalent to death" (P. 69).

Each of the informants felt that some basic childhood needs were not met.

Each of the informants experienced some of the losses of these childhood needs

through their mother, either directly or indirectly. Each of the informants is very

experienced in protecting mother from blame for these experiences, yet each

recognizes that something was missing or taken away from them in childhood.
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Each came to these realizations at different points in their lives, usually after a

great deal of personal probing and healing.

The childhood needs of the participants in this study were neglected and

ignored by mothers who were caught up in circumstances that became more

important than the needs of their daughters. These circumstances included the

untimely death of a sibling (Karen), an abusive husband (Meg), a breach birth

(Lillian), an older brother (Ellen), and a sick spouse (Lora).

Karen was born shortly after the death of her sister, who died while Karen's

mother was still pregnant with Karen. Karen was not well and was not allowed

to participate in everyday activities like other children, "l mainly recall being sick

most of my childhood . . . there was all this worry . . . that I might die like my

sister did."

Meg needed her mother's protection from her father's abuse. Meg's need for

protection was never met. Meg repoded:

When dad was being abusive, of course I had lots of needs. And mom

wasn't there emotionally. She was focused on my dad and her own survival

. . . . I don't feel like my needs as a kid were met . . . in my experience with

my mom, when I needed her, she wasn't there.

Lillian offended her mother by the very act of being born. From the moment

of birth, Lillian's childhood needs were ignored in favour of fulfilling the mothe/s
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needs. Lillian could never ask for forgiveness for an act in which she was a

helpless participant. Nor was she given the benefit of this information until very

recently. Lillian obserued:

The question I have in my mind is-Was there any real bonding right at the

beginning? . . .. Was there resentment that she was unable to have more

children? . . . . As a result of that was the feeling that it was my fault? So,

right at the beginning, I did something to hurt her . . . which was the kind of

general gist of her feelings . . . . The first experience that she and I had . . .

in her mind was negative.

Ellen identified her position as the girl in the family, always in second place to

her brother. ln addition to the accepted way of behaviour towards male and

female children, childhood needs became insignificant by comparison to the

increasingly dangerous situation in Europe. Ellen identified needs and almost

immediately minimized those needs that she had of her mother. "She

always expected more from a girl than from my brother . . . . Now, I can see it

was the times . . . . He was the prince . . . . it is hard to judge at that time . . . we

were as protected as ever."

Lora's basic childhood needs for words of affection and encouragement

never materialized, "praise, never got it from my mother . . . . I was insatiable for

praise . . . . I would need a hook for someone to need me . . . . what I could do
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for them." Lora's childhood needs for protection against sexual abuse were

ignored. When Lora tried telling her mother that she was sore after one incident

of sexual abuse, Lora's mother 'Jumped to the conclusion, 'You're not letting him

touch you, are you?"' and Lora never mentioned anything about the abuse to her

mother again. Lora made it very clear that her mother did not actually know

what was happening. Nevertheless, the boarder continued to abuse Lora

sexually.

Financial Difficulties

Financial difficulties played a part in each of the participants' lives, both in

terms of the presence of financial problems as well as in terms of aggravating

the relationship between daughter and mother. Four of the participants were

born into homes that were already experiencing financial difficulties. Ellen's

financial difficulties began with the onset of the war, confiscation of their

property, and their internment in the concentration camps.

Bassoff (1991) commented on the relationship that develops between

daughters who feel that their mothers are deprived in some way:

Sadly, some daughters, believing that their mothers are poor in talent,

opportunities, accomplishment, or joy, feel that their most important purpose

in life is "to bring Mama lots of nachas-to be the jewel in her plain crown."

They do not believe that they have value apart from meeting mothefs needs.



The Enmeshment Dance 71

ln extreme cases, they may begin to experience themselves not as 'l' but as

an 'it'. Like a commodity--a car or a washing machine, for example--whose

value is determined by its seruiceability they feel worthwhile only if they are

serving mother . . . by making her happy or proud. (pp. 32-33)

Four of the pafticipants contributed generously to helping their mothers

financially. One participant tried to excel in her studies initially and eventually

paid her own way academically.

Karen's grandmother told Karen who was really supporting the family. "My

grandmother . . . told me when I was 13 that . . . if it hadn't been for her, our

whole family would have starved in the street." This was several years prior to

Karen's father's accident, after which their financial situation became even

worse.

Meg's parents were both farmers whose daily lives involved struggle and

worry about money. Their situation was made worse by her father's abuse.

Meg's father used money as part of his abuse, both in terms of withholding

money from his wife who needed to purchase food for the family as well as in

terms of isolating the family from Meg's wealthy grandparents. Meg's mother

was isolated from her parents and in turn, Meg was isolated from her

grandparents as well as from her mother who was not available for Meg.

Lillian remembered a childhood without any luxuries, including often the

absence of basic necessities. Her own childhood needs took second place to
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the hardships that her mother suffered, diminishing Lillian's needs. "There were

times when I was young that we did not have any food . . . . And those times

were hard on my mom." Lillian became overly responsible. When Lillian lost an

item of clothing, her mother made her feel like she had deliberately gone out to

do something that was meant to hurt her mother primarily, and therefore not

accidental. Even as a young adult, Lillian continued to think of her parents'

needs primarily, wanting to make money and buy them things and take them

places.

Ellen's financial hardships began when she was nine years old and her family

was forced into the concentration camps. Her physical suruival became

completely and totally dependent on her mother who scrounged for every bite of

good, often giving Ellen her own scraps. Ellen's adult life, after her marriage,

was directly impacted by the initial financial necessity of living together with her

mother in the same household. "There were circumstances . . . financial maybe

. . . we started living together . . . . lt was a way of getting ahead . . . doing what

you can do." lnitially, a financial necessity, living together became a matter of

duty, obligation, and tradition. "lt was expected, and you learned to respect it

. . . . There was no choice." Tradition, reinforced by horrific circumstances,

necessitated by financial need, accounted for the fact that Ellen was not free to

make a choice; the choice was made for her.
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Lora was asked to borrow money from the boarder that had been sexually

abusing her. Lora's family was able to move from one house to another with the

help of the loan. However, they were never able to get into a business with that

money, Lora indicated that her mother "was not a good business woman."

Protecting Mother

All five pafticipants tried to protect their mothers when describing hurtful and

painful events in both childhood and adulthood. Not only did these participants

protect their mothers at the time of the actual event, but also when recalling the

event during the interview. As Lerner (1988) found, when women talk about their

mothers, "Such acts may unconsciously be experienced as a violation of an

unconscious oath to remain their mother's child and avoid autonomous

functioning" (p.74).

Meiselman (as cited in Zuelzer & Repose, 1983) commented on the extent of

the pressure put upon daughters by their mothers:

Never able to have given up the pathetic hope to obtain the mothering and

protection they missed as small children, they will go to any length to satisfy

their needs for affection, attention, and support, even if at the cost of their

own children. (p. 101)

This pressure, applied in childhood and reinforced throughout their lives, is

strengthened by the daughter's needs. As Bassoff (1991) obserued, "Just as
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children turn to their mothers for recognition, so do grown women yearn for their

mothers' basic approval and understanding" (p. 7). Participants protecting

mothers during the actual event as well as during the interview, recalling a

lifetime of events, was understandable.

Karen learned at a very young age how to be obedient, giving her mother the

least amount of trouble. Karen's constant illness allowed her mother plenty of

time to spend with Karen's grandmother. Whenever Karen strayed, she was

quickly reminded of where the primary relationship lay. Once, after falling down

and hurting herself, Karen tried to let her mother know that her grandmother was

to blame for the fall. "My recollection of it as an adult is that my mother was

more upset because of my grandmother being upset than she was that I was

huft."

Meg's childhood was spent protecting her mother from her father's abuse. "A

very common phrase I remember from my childhood was 'go see if you can put

your dad in a good mood." Meg protected her mother throughout the interview.

Whenever Meg recalled something that had been done to her by her mother, she

followed that thought immediately with, "maybe I am being too hard on my mom

. . . I am really putting her down an awful lot." While Meg was trying to protect

her mother, Meg's feelings about her experiences with her mother seemed to be

confused and minimized, "l don't know ljust don't remember other times.
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Lillian protected her mother in childhood by being careful not to lose her

belongings, by being cautious when playing out on the street, as well as by

excelling at school, completing university so that she could buy things for her

parents. During the interview, Lillian protected her mother by referring to her

mother's hard life. "l think there are many things that I recollect about my life

that were difficult for my mother . So, that first." Lillian provided very little

information about her own problems, concentrating primarily on the problems

experienced by her mother. Lillian protected her mother by providing her with

just cause for taking ownership of Lillian's children. "She sometimes speaks of

them as if they were her children. And maybe that is because she wanted other

children. . . . That's just fair, you know? An eye for an eye sort of thing." Lillian

felt that her mother had some rights to the grandchildren when she found out

that her mother could not have any more children after Lillian's breach bifth.

Ellen's mother lived in Ellen's home for four decades, physically protected by

Ellen, the adult, in the way that Ellen, as a child, was protected by her mother in

the concentration camps. The glaring difference in the two situations--Ellen's

mother acted as a parent in the face of war and its unique and terrifying

circumstances, while Ellen, the daughter, acted out of duty and obligation.

ln childhood, Lora protected her mother by making a huge sacrifice when her

mother asked her to borrow money from their boarder, who was abusing Lora.

When Lora described the event, she seemed to understand the impact of the
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request for herself as an abused child. Still, Lora used protective words to

explain her mother's request. "Survival was very important to her, she'd do

anything to survive including selling her own daughter." During the interview,

Lora insisted that she never directly told her mother that she was being sexually

abused by their boarder. lt was difficult to discern during the interview whether

Lora was protecting herself, or whether she was protecting her mother who might

appear even more cruel had she truly know that Lora was being abused.

Feelings of lnadequacy

Four of the participants expressed feelings of inadequacy, initially in relation

to their mothers, but eventually in relation to others. Love and Robinson (1990)

clarified what the establishment and the maintenance of clear boundaries

between adults and children in a family, could provide:

in healthy families, there is a clear separation between adults and children.

Whether the family has one or two parents and regardless of the number of

assorted relatives living under one roof, the adults and the children are kept

apart by an invisible boundary. This boundary can be likened to a one-way

valve. lt allows the adults to meet the needs of the adults. Although love

and affection flow freely in both directions, the children are not allowed to

become a part of the adult support system. (p 97)
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Four of the participants were asked to fulfil the needs of their mothers, either

directly or indirectly. As Thorman ('1983) found, "Because of excessively strong

desires to have their emotional needs satisfìed, adult family members look to

their children to take on adult roles for which they are not prepared and cannot

possibly perform" (p 86)

No matter what Karen did, she always felt like she was competing with the

memory of her sister.

I always felt that . . . she didn't really want me. What she wanted was my

dead sister to be alive again. Because my dead sister was very lively and

quite aggressive, and dark haired, and I was quiet and shy and blonde.

Karen's mother spent time with Karen's grandmother and Karen felt like an

intruder when she wanted her mother's attention. Even when Karen became

major contributor to the financial well-being of her family, she was not

complimented and thanked, rather she was asked to do more and more.

Meg's feelings of inadequacy began in childhood as she was put in an

impossible position, by her mother. Meg recalled:

feelings of inadequacy . . . . I had an impossible job as a kid--to make my

dad happy. And when I couldn't do that . . . then I felt like I wasn't trying

hard enough, or I wasn't smart enough, or whatever . . . . I couldn't keep

mom from the pain.

my
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With one request, Meg felt inadequate for her inability to help either parent--one

to feel better and the other to stop hurting.

As an adult, "the realization that I haven't been in a long term relationship . . .

in nine years has made me feel maybe a bit inadequate . . . a bit angry, a bit

panicky . . . . I want that intimacy in my life." Meg continues to hear very loud

messages in her everyday life, some of these are brought on by the past and

some are reinforced by the present. Meg continues to feel "like an imposter . . .

like I am inadequate . . . . that is a really big tape in my head."

As a child, Lillian stated that she:

felt inadequate . . . . I still can almost remember in detail every single thing I

ever lost in my entire life . . . . money was so tight . . . . lt was so

irresponsible, so unthinking, so uncaring, that also made me feel . . . that I

was doing something against my mother . . . every time something happened

that maybe was accidental, it was like I planned it." Lillian's feelings about

herself as a young adult and as a parent continued to be that she ". . . could

never do anything right enough . . . could never do it adequately." Her

response to this continuing feeling in adulthood was to defend herself at

length even when it would have been more appropriate to give one reason

and drop the matter.

No matter how well Lora did at school or elsewhere, she felt that her mother
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was focused only on her brother and her sister. "What I did wasn't ever good

enough." While trying so hard to please her mother, Lora became a perfectionist

who often could not see past her own hard work. Looking back, Lora saw some

benefits to being a perfectionist but was also able to see the drawback. "l think I

did OK in work situations because of the perfectionist side . . . . although at the

time . . . . I wouldn't have thought I did well enough, good enough." Lora

expressed a large sadness that she was unable to talk to her mother after she

discovered more about her mother's family background as well as her parents'

history. "l didn't treat her very well and today I regret it."

Connections and Patterns

When I asked the five participants if they were able to identify any

connections and patterns between their relationship with their mother in

childhood and in adulthood, all were able to find similarities. When I asked the

five participants if they were able to identify connections and patterns between

their relationship with their mother and with other adults, all were able to find

commonalities. Bassoff (1991) observed:

We repeat patterns of relationship because the repetitions allow us to feel

comfoftable, to remain on familiar turf . . . . We are continually looking for

evidence that confirms what we believe to be true. Hence, if our mothers

disapproved of us, we may gravitate toward those who think little of us and

thereby confìrm what she and we have "known" all along--that we are pretty



The Enmeshment Dance 80

wofthless-or stupid or ugly or lazy or crazy or mean or selfish. Of course,

we do not consciously set out to form ties with hurtful people . . . .

We also repeat childhood relationships because we want to correct what

went wrong with them in the first place. We want a second chance. For

example, if we were denied mother love as children, we may throughout our

adulthood continue to seek such love from other, or, more commonly, from

others who represent her. (p. 107)

All five parlicipants are care giving, nurturing and suppotlive women,

mothering others to make up for being "motherless" (Rich, 1976, p. 290).

Karen identified connections and patterns between her relationship with her

mother and her relationship with other adults.

I would be inclined to say that my relationship with my mother coloured my

whole life, because I chose to marry a man with the same flaw she had . . . .

the most important people in my life--my mother and my husband, were

always attached to someone other than me, in both cases, their parents.

Karen also indicated that her therapist confirmed her belief that chemical

dependence was very much related to her relationship with her mother. Karen

felt like she did not have a supportive mother in childhood and still feels that way

today. "l still feel sorry for myself that I don't have a suppottive mother . . . . I

never have had."
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Meg found connections and patterns between the demands that were made

upon her, in childhood by her mother, with the care giving that she provides to

other, in adulthood. "Generally, I probably think that I give away more stuff . . .

or give in to other people, so I can avoid conflict." Meg identified a very strong

connection and pattern between her mother's inability to be present for Meg, in

childhood and Meg's lack of success in a long term relationship.

My mom wasn't always present for me . . . . I would be afraid of being in an

intimate relationship because that was my experience. And no I am an adult,

and I have the ability to take care of my own needs. But it still would not be

great for me to have someone who could not be present for me.

Meg's mother continued to demand that Meg fix her parents' relationship.

Meg noted that this demand has never ceased. Meg named this behaviour

emotional abuse. "l'm naming my mother as abusive . . . wishing that it wasn't

so."

Ellen was raised to believe that a close family relationship was correct and

preferred. "l am following in my mother's footsteps which I always said I am not

going to do." Even when Ellen clearly identified a pattern that her mother taught

and that she learned as a very young child in her mothe/s home, that pattern

was repeated despite Ellen's best efforts to avoid the repetition. The strong

connection with a belief in a close family at all costs, did not allow Ellen to make
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the choice to live apart from her mother. Ellen's pain about the distance

between her and her brother could not be soothed by her ability to integrate

more easily and make friends more quickly than other immigrants that arrived at

the same time as Ellen.

Lora married a man who was mentally, psychologically, emotionally, and

physically abusive. lt took a long time for Lora to get out of that marriage. Lora

received no praise and lived with a great deal of criticism in childhood. ln

adulthood, she found a connection and continued the pattern of living with an

abusive husband.

Your level of tolerance for garbage is way too high . . . . on the inside I felt

really lousy about myself . . . . I saw a parallel between . . . my abusive

husband and my mother and how close they were, it blew my mind.

Anger

All the participants experienced anger in their relationships with their

mothers. All the participants covered up their anger with other feelings and

thoughts. "Atfirst lgetmad....lflare up. Andthen lgetupsetand lcry. And

then I say, 'well, that is the way that will be . . . . I may as well enjoy it." All the

pafticipants rationalized, minimized, or apologized about being angry, at some

point in the interview. Lerner (1980) found:
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The expression of legitimate anger is more than a statement of dignity and

self-respect. lt is also a statement that one will risk standing along, even in

the face of disapproval or the potential loss of love from others. For our

female Patients, this requires a particular degree of courage . . . . Women

who have unconscious loyalties to remain their mother's child and avoid

autonomous functioning are inhibited not only in the expression of anger and

protest, but in any activity that demands the subjective experience of feeling

alone and standing on one's own two feet. (pp. 143-144)

While the expression of anger is a statement of separateness, the expression

of hurt and sadness brings others closer. Anger is difficult for a woman who has

not been allowed or encouraged to separate from her mother. Lerner (1980)

pointed out that, "Much of the feminine socialization process, as well as the

structure of the traditional nuclear family, may predispose both mother and

daughter to seek enmeshed, dependent relationships" (p 1a5). The main

perpetrator may not be mother, but mother is the instrument.

Miller (1990a) was emphatic about the childhood need to get angry

appropriately and without severe consequences. "The greatest cruelty that can

be inflicted on children is to refuse to let them express their anger and suffering

except at the risk of losing their parents' love and affection" (p. 106).

Karen identified anger in her relationship with her mother primarily after

Karen married and did not invite her mother to come and live with her. ". . after
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I married it was a relationship of pure and utter hostility. She was furious with

me all the time. Always angry. There was never any interaction between the

two of us where she wasn't really angry." Karen continued to be in this

relationship with her mother throughout her marriage and even after her divorce.

Karen continued to maintain her independence, often with anger and hostility

towards her mother.

Recently, Meg understood her inability to deal with conflict as well as her

inability to express anger, as a leftover lesson from childhood, As an adult, Meg

continued to feel difficulty in these areas. "Nobody said to my dad 'why the hell

do you think you have the right not to speak to us for two weeks?' . . . . nobody

still says 'l don't like the way you . . . ."' The childhood message that Meg

received and experienced consistently and constantly, was that the family must

be kept together at all costs. As well, Meg did not see her mother getting angry

and learned that it was not "appropriate" for a woman to be angry.

Lillian described her relationship with her mother as being argumentative. "lt

seemed that the general remembrance of the relationship between my mom and

I was that we were always at odds. I never got along with my mom . . . . My

mother would always argue and I would always argue with her. So, she and I

argued a lot when I was young. I remember that very clearly." When Lillian

described the arguments that she had with her mother, it seemed like she was
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describing events that happened between two equals rather than between a

parent and a child.

It was not always easy for Ellen to share her home with her mother. There

were disagreements and arguments. These usually ended with Ellen's mother

threatening to move out, followed by Ellen getting angry and leaving the house to

cool off. Ellen continued to live with her anger. Ellen remembered how she had

to phone home during a vacation with her husband and her children, in order to

reassure her mother. "Always . . . on vacation, we had to phone home, where

we are, what we are doing, where the kids are . . . , And that was aggravating

. . . . I would be mad about it." Ellen rationalized on the basis that her mother

was only continuing the worry that began in terrible times, when people's safety

was constantly in jeopardy.

Although Ellen did not have the satisfaction of being able to discuss things

with her husband, at least she had the ability to get very angry. "l was never

one to talk. I would blow up. And (husband) was quiet. He wouldn't talk to me

for two, three days, and then it was done." Since the issue was never

discussed, Ellen had to get over it and move on.

Lora remembered that her mother yelled a lot. "She'd sometimes spank us a

bit on the bum, I remember her using the word stupid a lot." As a teenager, Lora

was able to ignore her mother's demands. "l hated her with a passion . . . . she
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was always trying to tell me what to do, what to say, very interfering but I would

not listen to anything she told me."

Lora resented her mother's bragging about Lora. Although Lora's mother

never said anything to Lora directly, Lora would often hear her bragging to

relatives about Lora'S accomplishments. "lt almost seemed as if she was

bragging about herself and not . . . about me, rather it was a reflection on her."

Lora was able to let go of strong emotions such as anger and blame after she

received some therapy about issues related to her family of origin. Those strong

feelings were replaced by sadness and regret.

Making Changes

All the participants made small and significant changes in their relationships

with their mothers as well as with others. These changes were not easy to make

but were made nevertheless. Miller (1990a) commented on the impodance of

revealing the truth.

by uncovering the unconscious rules of the power game and the methods by

which it attains legitimacy, we are certainly in a position to bring about basic

changes. The rules of the game cannot be comprehended, however, unless

we develop an understanding of the hazards of early childhood (p. 62)
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One of the participants summed up what happened in her past and what

needs to happen in her present and her future. "ln part, I think it is just learning

that stuff I should have learned when I was . . . two and three, but it all got

pushed aside . . . . and now I need to reclaim that stuff."

Hyde (1986) found that "the daughter/woman can only learn to nurture

herself and obtain nuÉurance from others after she has given up her loyalty to

her mother and her conviction that everyone else's needs take primacy over

hers" (p. 79) All of the participants experienced some of this as they started

setting limits for themselves and others. Some made changes on the basis of

wanting to get past "the overreaction that leads to being enmeshed by anger,

supplication , or victimization" (Secunda, 1990, p. 351). Some made some

changes on the basis that they did not want to pass their pain on to the next

generation (Miller, 1990a, p. xiv).

Karen began making changes in her life when she left her mother's home,

married her husband, and moved to another city. Although this was a step away

from her mother, she found herself in a similar situation with her husband.

Karen made further and more drastic changes when she stopped drinking, left

her husband, and began to live on her own. Karen set boundaries with her

mother. "My relationship with my mother is helpful to me today because I don't

see her more than every two weeks."



The Enmeshment Dance 88

One of the important changes that Meg made in her life, is to protect herself

from her mother. "l still feel very protective of what I say and what I don't say to

her because she still . . . tries to manipulate my life." Meg compared the past

and the present. "The old way was like being a messenger for my mother . - . .

now I try to understand . . . what my needs are, and take care of my needs."

Meg shared the dual feelings that arise when she protects herself as she

prepares for another visit with her mother. "ln part it feels . . . good! And in part

it feels like . . . loss of that ideal relationship." Meg changed her approach to the

workplace as well. "l put myself before the work, or the women's movement, or

my co-worker. And I realized that I needed to get out of that place for my own

health, instead of enduring, doing the work, and leaving at the end of the

project."

Lillian reported that generally, "l am trying to listen to myself to hear if I am

replaying my mother or not. And sômetimes I stay on track and sometimes I do

not." Encouraged by her husband, Lillian worked out a new approach to her

mother's criticism. She learned to say, "l will take that into consideration, thank

you very much." Lillian made friends that remind her to take care of herself and

who practice self care in their everyday lives. "l never knew my mother to really

have very many close friends . . . . she didn't forgive their inadequacies . . . . I

try not to do that . . . . I know when I need to talk to somebody and I ask that."
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mind, a whole lot more . . . . I don't have to worry about what people think, and

just think of me . . . on the whole, my relationships are much more positive."
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CHAPTER FIVE

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

ln this study, I studied the relationship between some daughters and their

mothers. My primary focus was the daughters. I chose to talk to women who,

like myself, felt that their mothers had exefted excessive emotional control over

their daughters' lives. This relationship was described as "the enmeshment

dance."

The purpose of this study was to find out what some daughters had to report

about their relationships with their mothers. I also hoped to discover what impact

those relationships had made on the lives of these daughters. ln order to do the

research, I reviewed the related literature.

Using qualitative research methods, I conducted seven in-depth interviews

with five selected participants. Each interview was taped and transcribed. After

the tapes were transcribed and analyzed, I selected seven themes. I held

feedback sessions with each participant in order to elicit comments about the

interviews, the introductions, as well as the themes. Full transcriptions were

offered to each participant for comments.

The purposeful sample of five pafticipants was small. There will be a limited

generalizability from this study. However, this study added in specificity what it

lacked in generalizability.
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Personal Comments

Having completed the interviews and the feedback sessions with the

participants, I found that each participant provided a wealth of information that

was honest, heartfelt, and meaningful. This information expanded the

knowledge base surrounding the daughter and mother relationship. The

participants exhibited a great deal of courage in sharing openly and without

censorship and for that I am very grateful.

Whether it was with a cloying dependency or with callous abandonment,

each participant was enmeshed with a mother who influenced her childhood as

well as her adulthood. lt was a privilege to interuiew five women who had so

much to share about their own relationships with their mothers. Their stories,

their insights, and their feedback provided the material for this study. I felt a

personal sense of validation and affirmation from the material that they shared.

It was my hope that other women reading this study might do the same.

'Conclusions

The experiences of the five participants with their mothers and their

relationships with others in the past as well as in the present, was well covered

by the recollections and reports of all the participants. The documented

recollections gleaned from the in-depth interviews and presented in this study, as

well as the emerging themes, validated the experiences of the participants
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themselves. The specificity of the information shared by the participants serued

as an excellent resource to be shared with other women.

The participants were able to draw many connections between their

experiences with their mother in childhood as well as in adulthood. The

participants were able to find patterns that began with their relationship with their

mothers and continued to make an impact on their relationships as adults, both

with their mothers and others. The detailed descriptions provided by the

participants, enhanced the literature available on the relationship between

daughters and their mothers.

There were a total of seven themes that emerged from the wealth of material

shared by the participants. These themes were: unmet childhood needs,

financial difficulties, protecting mother, feelings of inadequacy, connections and

patterns, anger, and making changes.

The first theme, unmet childhood needs, also appeared in Chapter Two,

Review of Related Literature, as childhood needs. All five participants identified

unmet childhood needs: Karen, born shortly after her older sister died and

unable to break through the bonds established between her mother and her

grandmother; Meg, left alone as a child but asked to 'fix her dad'; Lillian, born a

breach birth and asked to take on adult responsibilities; Ellen, a young married

woman who dared not get angry with the mother who had saved her life; and

Lora, born into a family that did not want another child and sexually abused. AII
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five parlicipants were born into families where conditions and circumstances

made it very difficult for their primary childhood needs to be fulfilled. All five

participants had mothers who did not acknowledge their daughters' pain and

losses. All five participants had mothers who demanded of their daughter, either

implicitly or explicitly, that they, the daughters, help them, the mothers. All five

participants had mothers who did not allow their daughters to seek out nurturing

and suppod elsewhere, not even with their (daughters') own fathers. As Miller

(1ggob) found, "even a mother who is not especially warm-hearted can make this

development possible, if she only refrains from preventing it. This enables the

child to acquire from other people what the mother lacks" (p. 32)

Each participant understood, at some point in her adult life, that she was not

responsible for her mother's happiness. Each of the participants realized that, in

fact, it was the mother's role to concern herself with the happiness of her

children. The pain and losses of the participants were validated as they shared

their experiences during the in-depth interviews.

The second theme, financial difficulties, was not directly covered in the

literature. ln fact, when I initiated the work on this study, financial implications

were not a factor. This emerged only after the five participants disclosed

information about their background. Financial difficulties were evident in each of

the parlicipants' homes. This made it even harder for the parlicipants to take

responsibility for themselves and leave their mothers behind. Each participant
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felt a stronger need to take care of the parent who was suffering because there

was also a lack of money. The daughter's desire to do something for her mother

continued the longest for Ellen who was sixty-five before she moved her mother

out of her house and into the nursing home.

The third theme, protecting mother, was mentioned in the literature.

Parlicipants' protection of their mothers did not end with, but included, actual

events as they happened as well as recollections shared in the interuiews. ln

Lora's case it did not even end with the death of her mother. Lora's mother died

a long time before the interuiew took place. Yet Lora, like all the other

participants, continued to protect her mother when relating incidents that

happened while her mother was still alive.

The fourth theme, feelings of inadequacy, was mentioned in Chapter Two,

both in the loss of self and self-worth as well as in family enmeshment and

daughter-mother enmeshment. Only four of the participants indicated feeling

inadequate in childhood or in adulthood. Ellen specifically said that no matter

what happened between her and her mother, Ellen never felt inadequate. Four

of the participants felt inadequate as children and continued to wrestle with those

feelings as adults. As Milter (1990a) noted, "The way we were treated as small

children is the way we treat ourselves the rest of our life. And we often impose

our most agonizing suffering upon ourselves" (p. 133).
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The fifth theme, connections and patterns, connections between childhood

and adulthood experiences with mother and others; patterns of behaviour by the

daughter in childhood and in adulthood with mother and with others; was a very

important theme. Finding connections and patterns was another step on the

path to healing the past. All five participants found connections and patterns in

their experiences with their mothers and with others, both in childhood and in

adulthood. Once the enmeshment dance was identified, the next step was to

figure out what the impact of being enmeshed meant for the daughter who had

grown up with the enmeshing mother. Guba and Lincoln (1981) stated the

importance of this step in discussing qualitative methodology. "lt is virtually

impossible to imagine any human behaviour that is not heavily mediated by the

context in which it occurs" (p. 62)

The sixth theme, anger, appeared intermittently in the literature review,

particularly in Lerner (1980). All five participants recalled anger in their

relationships with their mothers. Several recalled anger in their relationships with

others. One participant, Meg, indicated that she still has difficulty around issues

of anger. I did not anticipate this theme emerging. lt was only after all the

interviews were transcribed and analyzed, that there seemed to be enough said

by the participants about anger. This theme indicated a strong degree of

recovery and healing in all the participants. As Secunda (1990) found, "Virtually

all therapists believe that getting beyond blame and anger toward one's mother
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is necessary for healing to begin" (p. 351). ln order to get beyond the anger, it is

first essential to identify the anger.

The seventh theme, making changes, initially appeared in Chapter Two, the

healing process. All five participants contributed significantly to this theme. All

five participants acknowledged that they would like to make more changes in

their lives. All five participants discussed the difficulties inherent in making

changes. As Miller (1990c) found:

The earlier a child masters something, the more deeply it becomes imprinted

and the more certain he is of success for the rest of his life. This is why,

conversely, negative messages and experiences are so difficult to unlearn.

(pp 10-11)

Given the hardships that each participant identified in making changes, as

well as the recollections of experiences with their mothers, it is evident that all

five participants learned their lessons at a very young age.

Only one participant, Karen, used the word "meshed" in describing her

mother's relationship with her grandmother. The picture of them that Karen

recalled, looked like they were one and three quarters, rather than two people.

This image, as well as the ties that bound these two women together were not

necessarily the same as those that bound the participants in this study with their

mothers. Nevertheless, the enmeshment dance, the enmeshed relationship
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between the participants and their mothers, is one that fits. Karen was

enmeshed by her mother who let her know that she must behave in certain ways

in order to be at all acceptable. Meg was enmeshed with her mother who

demanded that Meg assume responsibility for fixing her father. Lillian was

enmeshed with her mother who refused to bond with Lillian but demanded that

Lillian be a good and responsible child. Ellen was enmeshed with her mother

who saved Ellen's life and implicitly demanded payback. Lora was enmeshed

with her mother who neglected Lora's care but demanded her accomplishments.

lmplications

The following implications are based on the in-depth interviews and the

feedback provided by the participants in this study. These implications are

suggested for fufiher research as well as for counselling.

lmplications for further research include more in-depth interviews with a

greater number of women; more collection of themes based on more in-depth

interviews; a complete range of ages of participants; as well as women of

different cultures, ethnic background, social and economic status. On the one

hand, daughter and mother enmeshment is likely to be a universal feature, basic

to human development. On the other hand, I believe that the stories of

enmeshment are the key to helping some women identify or relate to their own

condition of enmeshment. Therefore, more in-depth interviews with a greater

range of stories, in a variety of different formats, would allow for a greater pool of



The Enmeshment Dance 99

material that other women could find helpful. ln addition, this material can aleft

observers to identify warning signals in the behaviours of girls as young as two

to six years of age, thereby introducing the mirroring that can address the risk of

enmeshment.

lf the implications for general research are to further the telling of stories of

enmeshment, the implications for counselling are the mirroring and the insight

that the stories empower women to achieve. lmplications for counselling would

include providing women with a non-judgemental, non-critical environment for

recalling and reflecting upon their relationships with their mothers; counsellors

reflecting those stories back to the women, identifying themes; and carefully

checking with the women to ensure that the counsellors reflections are agreeable

to the woman who has told her story.

It is up to the counsellor to provide that space and that opportunity that this

woman may never have had previously. Clearly reflecting her story may be all

that is necessary to allow that daughter to come to her own conclusions about

her past. The next step might then involve some reflections on the part of the

counsellor, based on the information provided by that daughter. At every step of

the way, these reflections must be validated and confirmed by the daughter,

letting her know that she is the final judge of what is or is not a true picture of

what happened.
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The daughter, the client, must always be the fìnal arbiter of whether

something really happened or not. She must be given total control over the

implications of her story. Whatever the counsellor may think, must be checked

over and over again with the client. Probably the most difficult task that a

counsellor faces, working with a woman that has not been reflected adequately

or appropriately and has been enmeshed with her mother as well as with others,

is to make sure that the woman has an opportunity to individuate - to bring forth

her own ideas, reflect her own thoughts, validate her own experiences and affirm

her own condition. The counsellor's job then becomes one of being a good

listener as well as a good probe in eliciting the information gently and carefully

without influencing the interpretation of that information.

A caution that I felt must be added after having listened to the stories of the

five participants in this study, as well as having analyzed the themes and eliciting

feedback from the participants, is that no client can be rushed. Even without the

presence of the therapeutic relationship that a counsellor has with her clients, it

was important for me not to overstep the feedback provided by the participants.

ln other words, there were times when my analysis or the literature did not match

the analysis and the feedback provided by the participants. There were times

when some of the participants did not want to delve any further into certain

aspects of their relationships. There were times when participants disagreed

with a theme, feeling that was not relevant to their experience. These
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hesitations, interpretations, and issues of timing, must be respected. No

counsellor may push a client into an analysis or a stance. The client must be

ready and in agreement with any analysis or stance. The client, in particular the

daughter who has experienced excessive emotional control by her mother as

well as by others, must be allowed as much freedom as necessary to pursue her

own issues at a time when she is ready, or not all.

Both researchers and counsellors need to feel comfortable in hearing the

stories of women who need to talk about their mothers. ln a society that has

blamed women for so much and allowed men to remain blameless, it became

very important to balance the scales and give more responsibility to the male

population for disallowing women's personal and professional growth and

development. However, that does not preclude the major influence of the mother

in the daughteis life and her ability to influence that life positively or negatively.
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Appendix I

LETTER OF CONSENT

Dear

My name is Miriam Kuropatwa. I am a graduate student at the University of
Manitoba, Faculty of Education, Department of Educational Psychology. I am working

on my Master's Thesis as well as on a course at the graduate level. The research
project is part of a course assignment. The research will be used for my thesis.

The purpose of this project is to describe the experience of daughters who felt that

their mothers exercised excessive emotional control over their lives, putting their adult

needs ahead of their daughters' childhood needs. The research question is to describe

the daughter's perspective of her childhood relationship with her mother as well as her

adulthood relationship with her mother and with other adults.

lf you agree to participate, you will take part in one or two-one hour interviews.

After each interview, you will be provided with a summary of topics and themes in order

to provide comments and feedback, if you choose to do so. A full transcript of the

interview will be provided to you upon request. A summary of the results of the study

will be provided to you once this portion of the research is completed. lnterviews will

be used for course work as well as for my thesis.

You can withdraw from the study at any time. During the interview, if there are any

topics that you would rather set aside for discussion at a later time, or if there are

certain topics that you would rather not discuss at all, let me know, I would like you to
feel comfortable and in control of the interview.

Each informant will be given a pseudonym in order to maintain confidentiality.
lnterviews will be taped and tapes will be transcribed. The tapes will be kept by me for
five years after the publication of the thesis. At that time, I will destroy the tapes.

lf you wish, you may contact either of these individuals about the study:

Zana Marie Lutfiyya
Course lnstructor

Ray Henjum
Advisor

Department of Educational Psychology Department of Educational Psychology
Faculty of Education Faculty of Education
University of Manitoba University of Manitoba
474-8285 (o) 474-9018 (dept.imessages) 474-8740 (o) 474-9018 (dept./messages)

Miriam Kuropatwa - Researcher lnformant
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