Mother-Daughter Plots 

In Freud and Modern and Contemporary (North-American) Feminist Writings 

A General Introduction 

Main Issues: --definitions of mother; daughters’ development/separation from the mother, or autonomy with connectedness; mother-daughter plots 
I. definitions of mother –social mother and psychical mother (phallic mother and erotic mother); good and bad mothers; motherhood as institution and motherhood as experience; mother without child and women without men.   

A. Traditional Roles of Mothers
1. social mothers in history: 
-- reproduce the patriarchy 
"The bearing and the training of a child," Tennyson wrote, "Is woman's wisdom" ("Princess" canto V, l. 456).  
2. Psychical mother in Freudian psychoanalysis 
anxiety is traceable to the loss of the original object, the mother:
 a. “phallic mothers” –“perfect reciprocity, perfect responsibility and total attention” , 

-- coupled with castration anxiety 

b. erotic mother 

( a necessary move away from her, a displacement in favor of substitutes that exist in a relationship of repetition and difference.
(  All categories of subjectivity and all forms of sexual desire as forms of desire for a lost mother, the only possible exception he makes to this rule is the category of female heterosexuality.  Female autonomy is more difficult to achieve.  
 c. mother-daughter: failure to receive a phallus, fear and hostility (Lin 36) 
(later: object-relations theory -- “good-enough mothers” (characterized by her tenderness and the ‘masochistic-feminine willingness to sacrifice’ [Deutsch 1973: 411] but also by her complete involvement with her child” (Lin 46-47))  
3. Mothers for second-wave feminists and feminist criticism (Cf. Snitow)
· 1963 (Friedan) to 1975 --  the period of "demon texts,"  "books demonized, apologized for, endlessly quoted out of context" (35), such as Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for the Feminist Revolution (1970), as well as Friedan’s The Feminist Mystique.  
e.g. Nancy Friday My Mother/My Self --  "Saying one thing about sex and motherhood, feeling contrary emotions about both at the same time, mother presents an enigmatic picture to her daughter. The first lie — the denial that a woman's sexuality may be in conflict with her role as a mother — is so upsetting to traditional ideas of femininity that it cannot be talked about.” ( http://www.nancyfriday.com/my_books/mother/docs/mother.html)

· 1976-79 --  feminist writers explored motherhood in terms of both daily experience and theoretical implications.
· 1980 to 1990 -- reaffirmed and celebrated motherhood, gave less voice to women who were not mothers, and reacted to a feminism that detractors felt had tried to erode the traditional family. (Snitow qtd in Bergmann) 
Since the 80’s -- 
 mother without child; biological – mothering (please see the bibliography.)
II. mother-daughter relationship 
A  psychoanalysis: symbiosis or merger between mother and daughter (question of degree) 
B.  family romance;  
·  19th "female family romance" -- where the controlling fantasy "is the desire for the heroine’s singularity based on a disidentification from the fate of other women, especially mothers." Because a daughter cannot imagine her mother away, Hirsch believes the implication is "that women need to kill or to eliminate their mothers from their lives" (59). 
· In modernist plots -- takes the form of the heroine’s artistic ambitions and the desire for distinction which now, however, needs to include affiliations with both male and female models. 
· In post-modernist plots--  fantasies of a "more multiple relational identity" emerge, including the stories of mothers tangled in relations of desire themselves. In all of these plots, however, "Mothers who are not singular, who did succumb to convention inasmuch as they are mothers—thereby become the targets of this process of disidentification [. . .]" (Hirsch 10-11).
Revising patriarchy: 

Searching for the mothers (pre-oedipal mother or literary mothers).  

 3. Examples  -- in the fields of film and literature 
· Under patriarchal control: 

Self-sacrificing mother: Stella Della, 母親
Daughters and missing mothers: Daesdemona, Ophelia, Viola and Rosalind in Shakespeare’s plays; King Lear; (exception, Winter’s Tale)
·  19th century: 

Marriageable daughters in Jane Austen—with mothers dead, absent or incompetent.
 * Austen (her mother with 7 children and not close to her)
Writing Daughters with no mothers – 
The Brontës; George Eliot (invalid mother who did not like her );  .  
·  20th century, the modern period: 

Writing Daughters who miss their mothers and have problems with motherhood: 
Virginia Woolf (her mother with 8 children and 7 servants; capable, intelligent and wanting to educate her daughters well.  But she is widowed at the age of 24—after the third child--and then became morbid.  She re-married Leslie Stephens, who is a strict man expecting complete obedience); Virginia craves for her mother’s love.  
C. Examples for analysis: 
Piano –a Victorian mother who is a piece of property but not to be silenced; daughter’s playing the patriarchal angel. 
The Hours – a day of decision for three women; the first one writing about a mother, the second one rejecting to be a mother, and the third, learns to recognize her importance of being a mother and a lesbian lover.  * central motifs: depression, meaning of life and duties of housekeeping.  (clips 5; 7; 9; 13; 16)  
Night Cries -- Potential space between the mother and the daughter 
“When something the infant experiences crosses paths with experiences that are emotionally fraught for the mother, that are full of conflict, anxiety, and/or ambivalence, her handling of the infant will reflect that conflict and affect the child in profound ways”  (Pine 519).
The location of creative, ontologising experience must therefore be a transitional area, a potential space (or "playground," if you will) between two subjects; a third area that is neither "me" nor "not-me," that is between the internal phantasy world of the individual and the external world, or between the subjective object and the object that is objectively perceived. (Szollosy).  
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