Guilt, the Mother of All Emotions
By: Amy Tiemann, Ph.D.
As you embark on your quest to reshape your life as a mother, feelings of guilt, worry, and anxiety may begin to creep in. Self-sacrifice is tightly woven into the fabric of our cultural definition of motherhood. Mother inherently implies a relationship between two people—how would you illustrate a mother without including a child in the picture?  Therefore, it is not surprising that any attempt by mothers to carve out time away from their children to pursue their separate interests and identities can feel threatening to the whole concept of motherhood. Motherhood is “supposed” to be the ultimate selfless job, so mothers are conditioned to feel that it is wrong for to ask for things that are just for themselves. 
 
We can become enslaved to impossible ideals of being a Perfect Mother. I would challenge all of us to reject these images of self-denial and illusionary perfection. We may reflexively feel that a “self-centered” mom is one of the most negative images we can imagine. What if we turn that idea on its head and ask what it would be like to be a mom who has a “centered self”? Couldn’t she still take good care of her family and herself? Wouldn’t she be a healthier person, and more fun to be around?  

The word guilt comes from the root word for gold, as in the penalty that is paid for a criminal offense. How often does the punishment of Mother Guilt truly fit the crime? Consider the personal costs of feeling guilty for not measuring up to an unrealistic image of the Perfect Mother. How much time and energy does that waste? How much stress does it create? What is the effect on our parenting, and our identity, of doubting ourselves and feeling that we don’t measure up? 

Mothers can feel guilty for just about anything that they think might be lacking. The complimentary types of guilt felt by stay-at-home moms and employed moms reveal the vicious cycle of guilt and projection that we create for ourselves. I think of this cycle as “The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence, and I resent anyone whose grass is greener than mine.”

 
When you feel yourself judging another parent, I encourage you to take a moment to ask yourself whether you are really bothered by what that person is doing, or if your judgment is really a reflection of something happening in your own life. If it is really about your own life, is there something you need to actually change? Or is there an unrealistic expectation you need to let go? How much more could we all accomplish as parents if we worked cooperatively for greater support for all types of families? To this day, women continue to struggle with the maze of options and obligations spread before us. The worst-case scenario would be that all of us feel guilty about our own choices or desires, and deprive ourselves of either the freedom to try doing something differently, or the pleasure of enjoying the life we have.

If we are going to have a different experience, we need to make thoughtful choices that are different from the unconscious choices and beliefs that have controlled us up to this point. Acceptance, gratitude, confidence, and compassion are tools that can help us move toward the goal of conscious living.

 
The transition to motherhood can be a difficult reality to accept, especially when it does not match up to our expectations. This was definitely my biggest struggle as a new mom. I still don’t know exactly where my expectations came from, but in retrospect, they were incredibly unrealistic fantasies. After a healthy pregnancy and delivery, reality set in. The physical demands of around-the-clock parenting of a newborn left me feeling so drained that I had no energy for anything else. I couldn’t imagine stepping back into the demands of my full-time teaching job. I made new friends but I was frequently lonely while at home. Looking back, I really can’t tell you what we did all day, aside from breastfeeding, going to playgroups, and keeping the household minimally functioning. Many women bounce back faster than I did, but for me it took a while to get my bearings and recharge my batteries.

 
And you know what? It turns out that as imperfect as this time was, that was okay. We made it through those first two crazy years and eventually adapted and created a much more balanced lifestyle. Much of what was so hard, was letting go of my expectations and dealing with the overwhelming nature of mothering, which I did not see coming. 

As challenging as it was, my new reality had a lot going for it. It was that gap between what I expected and what I experienced that I felt had betrayed me. The two ways to deal with this situation are to either change your expectations or to change your reality. For my whole life I’d always taken the proactive approach of controlling reality whenever possible. When motherhood just wouldn’t conform to my expectations, I was faced with the unfamiliar task of accepting a new reality. The energy I put into struggling against motherhood was wasted. I was only able to mold my life into a more satisfying existence after I came to terms with the reality of my choices. I am encouraging you to accept your life as it is right now as a starting point and move forward from there. 

Be kind to yourself and give yourself credit for all you do. Comedienne Lucille Ball said, “Love yourself first and everything else falls into line. You really have to love yourself to get anything done in this world.”  Motherhood is challenging enough without beating ourselves up for not being perfect. It’s time we learn to treat ourselves with the kindness and compassion we would extend to a dear friend.
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