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Abstract 

The aim of the study was to understand why the dynamic of sexual abuse is perpetuated 

across successive generations. A qualitative analysis was conducted on therapy session 

transcripts and diaries written during the therapy of 24 mothers who were survivors of 

incest, and whose children were the victims of incest. Four types of mothers were defined: 

the Unaware mother, characterized by a complete lack of cognitive knowledge of the sexual 

abuse occurring in her home; the Unwitting Accomplice, characterized by latent 

cooperation with the sexual abuse perpetrated by her husband; the Enabler, characterized 

by overtly or covertly encouraging her spouse in the raping of her daughter; and the 

Common Fate mother, characterized by sharing a common fate with her daughters.  

 

Key words: sexual abuse, intergenerational transmission, mothers, motherhood, types of 

motherhood. 
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Intergenerational Transmission of Sexual Abuse? 

Motherhood in the Shadow of Incest 

When a woman becomes a mother, she undergoes an internal process in which a 

new aspect of her feminine identity is established. Stern, Broswiller, and Friland (2000) 

maintain that the act of giving birth causes the woman to see herself first and foremost as 

a mother, and only secondly as a daughter. Hence, becoming a mother engenders a 

significant change in both the woman’s life roles and her sense of self.  

When she has a baby, the personal identity of the mother expands to include the 

child (Alford, 2000). Most women, as well as their surrounding social environment, 

expect the transition to motherhood to occur naturally. That is, the widely-held 

assumption is that there will be a smooth and effortless transformation from the private, 

individual “Me” of the mother to the shared identity of “Me and my baby” (Smith, 1999). 

From an object relational view, Chodorow (2002) suggests that the desire to be a mother 

develops out of women's oedipal experience and the contradictions in heterosexual love 

that result, and can put them in situations where their mothering capacities are expressed. 

However, women, she added, remain in conflict with their internal mother and often with 

their real mother. The preoccupation of women with issues of separation and primary 

identification and the ability to recall their early relationship with their mother might 

make mothering problematic. 

Another cultural expectation, upheld by law, is that parents must provide for their 

children’s physical and emotional needs until the age of 18 and protect them from all 

harm. Physical and emotional injury to the child by the parents is not only illegal, but 

counters a central social conviction regarding the innate, universal tendency for the 
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“lioness to protect her cubs.” The social expectation is that a woman will show altruism 

towards her children, to the point of being willing to sacrifice her life for them. It goes 

without saying that she is expected never to harm her children herself (Leach, 1997; 

Tardy, 2000).  

The need to protect their children is often pronounced among parents who have 

undergone negative or traumatic life experiences in childhood. Research has shown that 

parents who have undergone traumatic events, such as parental abandonment or the death 

of a family member and divorce, feel anxious and wish to protect their children from 

similar experiences (Lin, 1997; Williams & Vines, 1999). A study by Elliot (1995), for 

instance, examined the attitudes of adults who experienced the divorce and/or separation 

of their parents as traumatic. It was found that the desire to protect their children from 

undergoing similar trauma was manifested in a variety of reactions. Among these were 

adamant opposition to divorce regardless of the degree of marital dissatisfaction, 

avoidance of having children, and viewing separation or divorce as the best solution for 

children in the presence of marital conflict (Elliot, 1995).  

On the basis of such findings, it might be expected that a woman who had been 

the victim of incest would feel a higher level of anxiety over the possibility that her 

children would be similarly molested than a woman who had not been an incest victim. 

This position is supported by clinical work. Professionals treating problems of sexual 

abuse report that such women are fearful and anxious regarding the possibility that 

relationships between adults and children may not be innocent, both in their own family 

and in general. This concern is often the stated reason for seeking treatment (Forward, 

1990; Lev-Wiesel, 2000). Others indicate that incest survivors face issues and challenges 
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as mothers that reflect the unique interaction between their past history and their 

parenting behaviors (Cole, Woolger, Power, & Smith, 1992). According to Kreklewetz, 

and Piotrowski (1998), the children of incest survivor mothers are at high risk for sexual 

abuse, though the mothers are rarely perpetrators themselves. Recent research of the 

prevalence of intergenerational transmission of physical abuse indicated that the 

psychosocial profile of mothers at greatest risk of physically punishing or mistreating 

their children was that of a young woman with a personal history of strict parenting often 

involved with inter-parental violence and childhood sexual abuse, who entered 

motherhood at an early age (Woodward & Fergusson, 2002). Although some mothers of 

incest victims were sexually abused themselves as children (Butler, 1985; Halliday, 

1985), little research has focused on factors that contribute to the reoccurrence of the 

abuse. In light of the relatively few studies focusing on intrafamilial transmission of 

sexual abuse and despite the lack of knowledge regarding its rate of recurrence, in order 

to protect and prevent sexual victimization of the next generation it is important to 

understand the mother’s role in the incestuous father-child relationship since this issue is 

not well understood as that of the male perpetrator or the child victim (MacFarlane & 

Waterman, 1986). This paper attempts to investigate the mothering styles of women who 

had been the victims of incest as children, and who sought treatment following the sexual 

abuse of their own children 

Literature Review 

Incest is recognized both in the empirical literature and clinical fieldwork as a 

particularly traumatic experience. Because the child is physically and emotionally 

dependant on his or her parents and the family framework, the act of incest undermines 
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the entire emotional existence of the child. The family becomes a place of terror rather 

than a place of comfort and security (Davis, Petretic-Jackson, & Ting, 2001). The belief 

and trust in the mutual loyalty and commitment among family members, which is central 

to family functioning, is violated. This belief, expressed in the familiar saying, “blood is 

thicker than water,” is that of a sincere commitment of family members to one another, 

which is maintained beyond personal disagreements and is more important that any other 

relationship with an outsider. Hence, the injury of one family member by another is a 

breach of trust and an act of betrayal. The injury of a child by a parent is doubly so, 

because it involves violation of a dependent by a dominant member of the family 

hierarchy.  

 Reviews of the vast array of studies examining the long-term sequelae of 

childhood incest (Finkelhor, 1990; Moeller, Bachmann, & Moeller, 1993; Neumann, 

Houskamp, Pollock, & Briere, 1996; Royse, Rompf, & Dohooper, 1991) list numerous 

psychological, behavioral, and social difficulties in adults that range from depression and 

poor self-esteem to substance abuse and personality disorders. 

Sexual Victimization in Childhood and Subsequent Motherhood 

According to Melanie Klein’s theory of child development (discussed in Davis, 

1997), the parental figures are central to the formation and consolidation of the child’s 

identity and the development of the child’s own ability to function as an adequate parent 

in adulthood. Adequate parenting refers to the ability to form a non-coercive relationship 

with the child, and to the ability to accept the child’s differences and right to self-

definition (Alford, 2001). Abusive parental figures, like all parental figures, are 

internalized at a young age through processes of identification. The individual’s 
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internalized representations of the parents consciously and unconsciously affect his or her 

behavior and attitudes throughout the lifetime. An abusive parent, be it the father (a male 

object) or the mother (a female object), becomes a part of the person’s personality 

structure over the course of time. Thus, the abusive parent may become an intrinsic 

aspect of the individual and affect that person’s ability to function in a parenting role later 

on (Platts, 2000).  

Research carried out by Bugental (1993) supports the idea that women who have 

internalized an abusive and humiliating mother figure may experience difficulty in 

establishing their own identity as a parent. To parent adequately, such women must create 

for themselves a role for which they have no functional internalized model. The findings 

of Priel and Besser (2000), who studied 82 prenatal and postnatal women, also support 

this position. Their results revealed a robust positive association between the personality 

characteristics of self-criticism and dependency internalized during childhood and post-

natal depression in women; the stronger the woman's self-criticism and dependency were, 

the more depressed she tended to be during pregnancy and the lower level of attachment 

she subsequently had to her baby. The women in that study reported having critical, 

dominant, abusive parents. The internalized negative representations of the parents 

continued to affect the new mothers, causing them to feel inadequate and helpless 

regarding their ability to cope as mothers. Another potential reaction, perhaps concurrent, 

would be that later on, these mothers would display similar critical characteristics 

towards their child.  

In other work examining the issue of post-partum depression (e.g., Lesser, 1998; 

Zuravin & DiBlsio, 1996), it was found that women who had undergone emotional, 
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physical, and/or sexual abuse responded to the birth of their baby with greater levels of 

clinical depression and rejection of their baby than did women who reported normal 

childhood experiences.  

Suffering abuse in childhood appears to have long-term effects on mothers’ 

parenting skills. Cohen (1998) compared mothers who had been victims of incest in 

childhood and mothers who had normal childhoods on measures of maternal functioning 

such as role perception, relationship with the child, and setting limits on behavior. The 

results indicated that mothers who had been the victims of incest displayed poorer 

parenting skills than did their normal controls. Hanley (1997) compared similar groups of 

women on measures of attachment with their children. She found that the victims 

reported more negative attachment to their children, felt more insecure, and had difficulty 

making decisions regarding how to respond to undesirable behavior on the part of the 

child. These mothers also reported greater levels of depression, anxiety, and post-

traumatic stress reactions. However, no differences were found between the two groups 

of mothers with respect to their levels of satisfaction from parenthood. Falerios (2001), 

who examined factors related to maternal nonsupport of daughter incest victims, found 

that in spite of believing the daughter's abuse allegations, the mothers aligned with the 

abusers mainly for financial reasons.  

Other research has obtained a different pattern of results. Banerjea (2001), who 

studied the relationship between non-offending mothers of female incest victims and their 

perpetrator spouses, found that all the mothers suffered from PTSD following childhood 

and current domestic violence, and felt powerless, isolated, and out of control prior to the 

their daughters' disclosure. However, after the disclosure, despite their fragility all 
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participants took protective action of their daughters. In a study by Williams and Vines 

(1999), it was found that for girls who had been subjected to physical violence in the 

home and became pregnant prior to the age of 18, the pregnancy itself and the possibility 

of future motherhood were perceived as a second chance. These girls saw having children 

as a way to provide a better life for themselves through providing a good life for their 

baby. These seemingly contradictory results may be explained by the idea that 

motherhood involves many types of projection of internal objects. Among these may be 

the projection of the mother’s ideal self onto the child who is often perceived as an 

extension of the self. Examples are the mother’s desire for the child to resemble her, to 

fulfill her own aspirations, or to deal with life situations that she herself experienced in a 

better manner (Cramer, 1997; Torsti, 1998), thereby resolving her own feeling of failure. 

Mechanisms of Intergenerational Transmission of Trauma 

Intergenerational transmission of trauma relates to the fact that trauma 

experienced by one family member affects other members, even if they have not been 

exposed to it directly (secondary traumatization), or it had happened in the past (Danieli, 

1998). Deblinger, Lippmann, Steer, and Hathaway  (1993), who examined psychosocial 

characteristics across three groups of mothers whose children were sexually abused by a 

partner, a relative, or a stranger, found that "incest mothers" differed from the other two 

types of mothers in their experience of domestic violence during childhood. Others 

indicated that mothers of sexually abused children frequently have a history of sexual 

abuse (e.g., Friedrich, 1991). Hiebert-Murphy (1998), who investigated various 

psychosocial factors related to mothers' distress following their children's disclosures of 

sexual abuse, reported that 74% of the women in the sample experienced at least one 
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incidence of sexual abuse during their own childhood. These findings however, 

contradict previous report, suggesting that a history of child sexual abuse was not 

significantly more prevalent among "incest mothers" than in other nonoffending mothers 

whose children were sexually abused (Wyatt, 1985).  

There are biological, psychological, and familial perspectives of the issue of the 

intergenerational transmission of trauma.  

Biological mechanism of trauma transmission. Bessel van der Kolk has written 

about the biological and neurophysiologic aspects of trauma, referring memorably to the 

fact that “the body keeps the score” (van der Kolk, 1999). Yehuda (2002) found, for 

example, that offspring of holocaust survivors shared some similar psychological 

symptoms as their parents. Symptoms described by offspring as related to hearing about 

the holocaust corresponded to symptoms described by people who had lived through the 

holocaust, both of which were associated with lower than normal cortisol levels (Yehuda, 

Halligan, & Grossman, 2001). 

In trying to understand how trauma is passed from one generation to the next, 

these studies provide another clue. Children may develop vulnerability to PTSD if they 

grow up in a home in which they are subject to emotional abuse, as those children who 

grew up with parents who had PTSD related to the holocaust often did. The vulnerability 

can be ascertained by the biological marker of low cortisol levels (which may contribute 

to subsequent biological abnormalities in responding to traumatic events) and may be 

related to distorted cognitions about the world and the self that develop in the home and 

predispose children to develop PTSD if exposed to a traumatic event (Foa, Ehlers, Clark, 

Tolin, & Orsillo, 1999).  
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Psychological and familial mechanisms of trauma transmission. Empirical and 

clinical work has found attachment theory useful to account for continuities and 

variations that develop between the mother and the infant in relation to signaling distress 

and responding to the infant with protection, care, and comfort (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999). 

Researchers hypothesize that the attachment system suffers when the mother/caretaker is 

a “frightened or frightening caregiver whose current mental state is characterized by lack 

of resolution of loss or trauma” resulting in inconsistent behavior with the child (Lyons-

Ruth & Jacobvitz, 1999, p. 544).  

Projective identification is one psychological process that has been hypothesized 

as a means of coping with the lasting effects of domestic violence (Hardtmann, 1998, 

Weiss & Weiss, 2000). Projecting unacceptable feelings onto another is part of ordinary 

social interaction. However, it becomes pathological when the projection is rigidly 

maintained and when the person who is projected upon is unable to resist or challenge the 

contents of what is projected. The contents may be distorted in the direction of good or 

evil. Often, the person projecting comes to control his or her disowned feeling by 

manipulating the person projected upon, whom he or she has nonverbally maneuvered 

into taking on his or her feeling. Parents who have suffered from violence may use 

projective identification for purposes of self-healing “unconsciously using their children 

as a mean of psychic recovery” (Rowland-Klein & Dunlop, 1998, p. 367). 

In relation to the intergenerational transmission of incest, it has been suggested 

that by failing to provide sexual gratification for their partners, mothers in incestuous 

families may indirectly foster father-daughter incest (Sarles, 1975), or encourage their 

daughters to view themselves in the mother/wife role because of their inability to manage 
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this role as a result of their own psychological or medical difficulties; mothers essentially 

set up their daughters to accept the mothers' sexual advances (de Young, 1994). 

The research carried out to date suggests that childhood trauma such as sexual 

molestation by a parent has considerable implications for the way in which mothers 

function and deal with parenting issues in adulthood. Yet, there are not many studies that 

tried to understand the transmission of sexual abuse from the aspect of the mothering 

style, though it would appear that women who have undergone such experiences operate 

under the shadow of internalized representations of abusive parents. Although a few 

authors have identified important themes regarding intergenerational transmission of 

childhood sexual abuse, there are several areas of disagreement, and the discussion is 

clearly at an exploratory level. The scant number of studies provides further support for 

approaching this issue as a qualitative inquiry rather than from a quantitative perspective 

(Rothery, 1993). Since little is known about mothering styles of childhood sexual abuse 

survivors, this study lends itself to a method of inquiry that focuses on a process of 

discovery rather than one of hypothesis testing. Qualitative research methods were 

selected to be the most appropriate means of documenting the views and files of 

clinicians who have worked with these mothers. 

Methods 

Participants 

Rather than interview female survivors of childhood sexual abuse whose children 

were also sexually abused, clinicians who provided the counseling for these women were 

interviewed. The rationale for that was twofold: first, it was anticipated that it would be 

difficult to persuade these mothers to participate in this study. Second, since these women 
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were undergoing treatment, an interview could interfere with the therapeutic process. 

Interviewing the therapists rather than the direct victims is sometimes used when ethical 

issues might exist (i.e., Falerios, 2001; Joyce, 2001). 

Five female masters-level clinicians (two clinical psychologists and three social 

workers) ranging in age from 37-53 were chosen for this study. All were both married 

and parents, and all worked in a center for survivors of sexual abuse located in a major 

city in Israel. The clinicians were experienced in treating adult survivors of sexual abuse 

(mean years of experience with survivors of sexual abuse = 6.34, SD = 3.23). Regarding 

the clinicians theoretical orientations, all had undergone training in short-term dynamic 

therapy (Macnab, 1997) and cognitive-behavioral therapy (Amaya et al., 2003) and used 

these concepts and techniques in therapy. Following a short intake conducted by the 

manager of the center and the professional supervisor decision, clients were referred to 

clinicians for therapy. 

  Clinicians reported on 24 mothers (age range: 28-52 years) who had been victims 

of childhood sexual abuse and who were undergoing treatment in centers for victims of 

childhood sexual abuse. Each of the women had entered therapy following the revelation 

that their own child had also been sexually abused. Disclosure occurred either through 

their child or through educational-social services that had become involved in the case as 

the result of legal intervention. During the course of therapy, these mothers raised the 

issue of their former victimization in childhood within their families of origin. Thirteen of 

these women had undergone prior treatment for this problem (they had primarily sought 

therapy in order to alleviate symptoms of anxiety and depression). The remaining eleven 

women sought treatment only after their child had revealed his or her secret. 
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Procedure 

A story analysis procedure was employed using transcripts of the clinicians semi-

structured interviews, transcripts based on therapists' notes of the client-therapist sessions 

obtained from the patients’ files, or the written diaries (19 diaries) kept by clients during 

therapy, which remained with the therapists. Clinicians were asked to tell each of their 

client’s life story, relating first to the family of origin and the current family, than to the 

story of the abuse of the child, and finally to the story of the abuse disclosure. Twenty six 

clients were approached and asked to participate by their therapists; two refused. A 

written consent to use any material (e.g., transcripts, clients’ files, or diaries) was signed 

by each participant. However, in order to preserve the anonymity of the participants, in 

all the examples reported here the personal details of the women such as name, age, 

profession, etc. are changed.  

The transcribed interviews and written material were analyzed according to 

principles of narrative and story analysis proposed by Coffey and Atkinson (1988). They 

emphasized that stories told by informants can be seen as highly structured ways of 

transmitting information that have a beginning, a middle, and an end, with internal logic. 

The story qualities of qualitative textual data, both naturally given or research-driven, 

enable us to examine how social actors order and tell their experiences, as well as why 

they remember and retell what they do. The social actors, whether they are directly or 

indirectly involved, whether they tell about their own life or of others, often chronicle the 

lives in terms of series of events, happenings, influences, and decisions. Narratives of 

biographies describe the way in which people articulate how the past is related to the 

present. Time is placed into a personal history, where the past is given meaning in the 
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present. In the present study, the chronicling of the client's life or part of a life often starts 

from a point of what, why, and how it happened. The structuring of experience is hence 

analyzed in terms of what it reveals about the individual's personality, social role, key 

characteristics and events, key turning points, influences, and motives. The main goal is 

to form types and to capture the key features of a given phenomena or pattern without 

necessarily display all the particulars of individual cases. 

Analysis of the texts (diaries and therapists' files) was inductive and followed 

well-established conventions for ensuring that the process was grounded in the data rather 

than reflecting pre-existing attitudes. According to Swindells’ (1995) and Patton’s (1990) 

guidelines, a preliminary categorization of themes was derived from independent reading 

and re-reading of 10 diaries by the author and her research assistant (a graduate 

psychology student) and reconciliation of their findings. Categories were defined by 

commonality of meaning across the accounts of a number of participants; isolated 

comments were insufficient, and were therefore excluded. The analysis was then tested 

and modified by the author and her research assistant, applying it to the remaining diaries 

and files and modifying it accordingly. Finally, specific diaries were read and discussed, 

the analysis being finalized when no further modifications emerged from this process and 

when all relevant text could be accommodated. 'Cycling' between the text and the 

developing analysis and the use of two different readers in different roles are important 

for validity (Stiles, 1993). 

The following categories were selected for analysis:  
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1. Cognitive-rationale explanations regarding the abuse of her child (who is 

responsible? What happened? Why was the abuse only discovered now?) and her 

own experiences of abuse as a child. 

2. Emotional reactions to the abuse of her child and herself (identification with the 

victim, feelings of helplessness, insult, rage, etc). 

3. Emotional reaction to the perpetrators of the abuse of her child and the abuse of 

herself. 

4. Cognitive-rationale explanations regarding the behavior of the perpetrators of 

abuse towards her child and herself. 

5. The degree of separation between her child’s experiences and her own childhood 

experiences. 

6. Her perception of her maternal role and actual maternal behavior prior to and 

subsequent to knowledge of the abuse of her child. 

Findings 

On the basis of their patterns of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses to 

the abuse of their child and themselves, the mothers were classified according to four 

types of mothering styles proposed by the author. These four categories of mothering 

include; the Unaware Mother (9 mothers), the Unwitting Accomplice (8 mothers), the 

Enabler (2 mothers), and the Common Fate Mother (4 mothers). One mother seemed to 

employ three mothering styles simultaneously. Examples of the four types of mothers are 

provided, followed by an analysis of the internal dynamics as they relate to the 

perpetuation of the sexual abuse. 

The Unaware Mother 



Motherhood in the Shadow  17 

The Unaware mother is characterized by a complete lack of cognitive knowledge of 

the sexual abuse occurring in her home. Signs of the child’s distress, if any, are 

interpreted as the reflection of problems such as academic trouble or social difficulties 

(e.g., peer rejection). Her reactions to the child’s distress usually involve attempts to help 

the child through seeking treatment, contacting educational personnel, etc. Her perception 

of her relationship with her husband and the family relationships in general are typically 

positive. Until the revelation of the abuse, the mother feels that she has been blessed with 

a normal family with sound relationships among its members, unlike her family of origin. 

Illustration. An example of one Unaware mother’s reaction to the discovery that 

her son had been sexually abused by her husband is that of Elana, who describes her 

shock: “How could such a thing happen to me?…The thing I was most frightened of my 

entire life. I protected my daughter from my husband without his knowing it all these 

years. I looked for any sign that maybe, maybe something was going on….And all of a 

sudden something like this…It is so illogical, impossible, it can’t be….Maybe it’s not 

true? Maybe my son is fantasizing? Can it be that nothing happened and he is imagining 

everything?” 

Elana is a nurse by training. She is married and the mother of three children ages 

17, 19, and 26 years. Her husband held a high position in an industrial plant. The family 

was traditional, well-known in the community, and had widespread social connections.  

Elana is the daughter of a family of six persons. She was the victim of rape and 

sodomy at the hands of her father from the ages of 6-12 years old. At the age of 12, she 

was taken from her home and placed in a boarding school. Her father was never punished 

for his crime. In fact, he received his wife’s full support, who maintained that Elana and 
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another one of her sisters were lying and imagining things. Elana never returned home 

once finishing school. 

Elana sought urgent treatment after her son’s disclosure, and told the following 

story: “Three weeks before seeking counseling, my eldest son (aged 26) informed the 

family that he had decided to “come out of the closet” and live with his homosexual 

partner. Elana and her husband received this news with total shock. The father became 

terribly angry and told his son that as far as he was concerned, his eldest son was dead 

and was not wanted any more in the house. After several days, Elana decided to resume 

her relationship with her son, and accept him as he was. During the next three weeks, she 

met with her son several times during which time she tried to understand how and what 

caused him to become a homosexual. Two days before the meeting with the counseling 

service, she had been sitting with her son at a restaurant. During that meeting, the son 

asked her why his father was not willing to accept his homosexuality. Elana tried to 

explain that this was a difficult blow to his father’s self image, particularly regarding his 

own masculinity. Moreover, there was a religious problem involved. Her son’s response 

was, “But Dad is also a homosexual.” “How can you say such a thing?!” Elana replied. 

Her son responded, “Then why did he rape me throughout my entire childhood?” 

Elana told her therapist, “I felt as if an atomic bomb had exploded over my head. I 

couldn’t speak. All my life I had feared for my daughter (now 17) and carefully watched 

over her. I didn’t let my husband or sons get close to her. It never crossed my mind that 

such a thing could happen between my husband and my son.” 

Analysis. Janoff-Bulman and McPharson-Frantz (1997) maintain that every 

individual has an inner world comprising attitudes, beliefs, emotions, perceptions, and 
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expectations regarding life in general, the self, and the environment. This worldview is 

based on socialization processes in childhood and life experiences. When an unexpected 

and unusual event occurs that contradicts the assumptions underlying the individual’s 

worldview, the reaction is one of surprise, anxiety, confusion, incomprehension, and a 

feeling that the world has suddenly come to an end.  

In Elana’s case, her worldview comprehended the idea of incest between father and 

daughter. This worldview included the possibility of victimization of a girl by a man and 

of a daughter by a father, but did not include the possibility of the victimization of a boy 

by a man, or a son by a father. Therefore it never occurred to her to protect her son from 

her husband. In line with her worldview, she watched over her daughter and protected her 

from the males in the house. 

Another interpretation of Elana’s lack of knowledge regarding her husband’s 

tendencies may lie in denial of the early signs of his inclinations when she chose him as 

her mate. The tendency towards pedophilia is recognized in the literature as basic to the 

personality (Jamieson & Marshall, 2000), such that warning signs would most likely have 

been in evidence at an early stage of their relationship or an early stage after the birth of 

their children. A failure to apprehend such signs may involve misinterpretation of 

behavior. For instance, the woman may fail to discern that when engaging in games with 

children the man fully identifies with them and acts as one of their own age, rather than 

maintaining his identity as an adult; or she may accept the presence of mutual secrets 

between the father and the son. This lack of cognizance may be the outcome of the 

victimized mother’s dissociative defense mechanisms, which result in the denial of 

reality. 
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The Unwitting Accomplice 

The mother who is a Unwitting Accomplice is characterized by latent cooperation 

with the sexual abuse perpetrated by her husband. Signs of hidden collaboration are 

manifested in behaviors such as the failure to validate the sometimes obvious hints by the 

child. Invalidation may occur through avoiding involvement in the issue either from a 

feeling of helplessness, or from a feeling of anxiety and separation. Frequently, during 

the course of therapy the Unwitting Accomplice will admit that she should have known 

about the abuse and that all of the clues and proof were right before her eyes. 

Illustration. Mira, age 36, is a teacher by training. She is married and the mother 

of four children. Mira sought counseling following the hospitalization of her 14-year old 

daughter for anorexia. During her hospitalization, Mira’s daughter revealed that she had 

been raped by her grandfather from the age of 6 years when visiting his home during 

holidays.  

Mira was the eldest daughter in a family of five. She was raped and beaten by her 

father from the ages of 6-16 years old. The abuse ceased when she threatened her father 

with a knife. Two years previously, Mira had sought therapy for depression. At that time, 

the story of her own victimization at the hands of her father came up, as well as the issue 

of her mother’s active cooperation. “My mother sacrificed me. He disgusted her, rejected 

her. She had been rejected as a child when growing up and had been sexually abused by 

her brother. So I was her rag, her floorcloth, his whore.” Her explanation of her father’s 

behavior was that he was, “Sick, abnormal. He was a Holocaust survivor that came out of 

the camps mentally unstable.” Despite her considerable anger towards her parents, she 

continued to send her girls for holidays at her parents’ home because, “It’s not fair that 
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the girls should suffer and not have grandparents just because I don’t want any 

connection with them.” The concerns voiced by her therapist at that time regarding the 

possibility that her father might continue his behavior with his granddaughters, and that 

her mother would continue to cooperate, was perceived as impossible by Mira. In one of 

the meetings with the entire family, the eldest daughter (who was abused) said that she 

did not want to go on holidays to her grandparent’s home anymore and did not want her 

sister to go either. Mira’s response was that her daughter was obviously unconsciously 

aware of her own ambivalent attitude towards her parents (although she never told her 

daughters about the incest), and therefore her daughter’s desire was unjustified. Mira was 

convinced that her daughters should have a relationship with her grandparents. Despite 

the warnings of the therapist that she should check into why her daughters did not want to 

continue their visits with their grandparents, Mira repeatedly maintained that her 

daughters must be picking up on her own feelings towards her parents and were 

expressing it in this manner. 

Analysis. As mentioned, victims of incest often use dissociation as a mechanism 

to deal with trauma. Over time, this mechanism can become a permanent coping style. In 

Mira’s case, confrontation with a similar trauma (e.g., the possibility that her daughter 

might be undergoing a similar experience) may have caused her to engage a dissociative 

strategy. Moreover, the implication of the assumption that her child is perceived as an 

extension of the self is that the mother becomes, in a sense, again the victim of incest. In 

this case, by the same man who molested her. Because her defenses of dissociation and 

separation have come immediately into play, the evidence and signs of her child’s 
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distress are perceived as a distorted manner. Denial, repression, and invalidation of the 

objective signs allow her to continue with her life.  

It can be hypothesized, therefore, that the greater the perceived split between the 

adequate and the abusive sides of her parent, the greater the likelihood is that the 

victimized mother will inaccurately interpret or ignore her child’s signals of distress. In 

Mira’s case, she saw her father as two people: A positive father who was respected 

outside the home, and a monster in the bedroom and shower who raped and sodomized 

her. In fact, Mira herself was the daughter of a woman who had suffered sexual abuse in 

her family of origin. Hence, Mira’s daughter represented the third generation of child 

sexual victims. Thus, it would appear that Mira had internalized her own mother as an 

accomplice, and behaved in a similar manner with her own daughter.  

Mira’s internal dynamic of denial was essentially twofold: By continuing to send 

her daughter to their grandparent’s home for holidays, she attempted to deny being 

abused herself on the one hand, and to strengthen the view that her father was no longer 

dangerous on the other – a kind of, ‘What happened, happened and is no longer’ position. 

The Enabler 

The Enabler usually has a borderline personality, and paranoid, schizoid, and 

sadistic tendencies. The instigating mother overtly or covertly encourages the rape of her 

daughter by her spouse. She typically identifies with the aggressor. This is usually the 

result of her own abandonment or rejection by the central maternal figure in her 

childhood, or following that figure’s role in her victimization. 

Illustration. Haviva came in for counseling with her 13 year-old daughter following 

the legal persecution of her male partner-in life for severe sexual abuse of the child. 
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Haviva described her own childhood as a series of hardships. From the time she had been 

a young child, she had been sexually abused by her father and brothers. Her mother had 

abandoned the home when she was 3 years old, and she was raised by a strong, capable 

father (as she perceived him) and her paternal grandmother. She described her 

grandmother as a tyrant who hated her because her mother had left her beloved son. 

According to Haviva, her relationship with her daughter had been good until recently, 

when her daughter began to develop physically. “The girl entices my boyfriend. She 

wears tank tops, takes showers when he returns from work, sits in the living room with 

him to watch television, asks questions. It is pretty clear that a 13 year old girl will excite 

a man.” It was obvious to Haviva that her mate was attracted to her daughter. 

Occasionally, when her daughter returned from social activities, Haviva would maintain 

that her daughter was keeping company with men, and would ask her mate to check if she 

had been wayward. Such “checks” involved undressing the girl, internally examining her 

genitals, and raping her. Only after the daughter had run away from home and was 

arrested by the police for vagrancy did the daughter tell under interrogation that she had 

been sexually abused by her mother’s boyfriend. The mother was not mentioned in her 

story. 

Analysis. In this example, it is clear that Haviva perceived the female figures in 

her life as negative, but perceived the figure of the father as strong and capable. 

Identifying with the aggressor seems to have enabled Haviva to pathologically dissociate 

herself from the abuse and the feeling of helplessness. She herself chose to sacrifice her 

own daughter. In order to feel stronger, she had to find a different victim, the closest and 

the most threatening person – her daughter. Haviva saw her daughter as a competitor for 
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her mate’s affection. This feeling of competition resembled that which occurred between 

herself and her tyrannical grandmother. By way of an internal split, she was able to 

construe the child as a whore and see herself as pure. In this way, she was able to 

maintain her image with her mate and perception of herself. Through her mate, she was 

able to be the aggressor, thereby “saving” herself from the role of the victim. Like her 

own mother, she seems to abandon her daughter to an abusive father. 

The ‘Common Fate’ Mother 

The personality of the mother who feels she shares a common fate with her 

daughters is usually characterized by learned helplessness, childishness, and dependency 

on the social environment, including her children. She typically displays depression, 

anxiety, a lack of assertiveness and initiation, and a high level of somatization.  

Illustration. Nurit, age 49, is the mother of two married daughters who had been 

sexually molested by their father. She herself had been sexually abused by her own father. 

She came into counseling with both daughters. Nurit stated that her husband, who had 

passed away just a short time before she sought therapy, had been an extremely violent 

man. Nurit and her children had been mortally afraid of him. She and her daughters had 

served as a support group for each other when the girls were growing up. Despite her 

awareness of the damage caused by her husband’s physical and sexual abuse of her 

daughters, she did not dare to complain to the social services or the police, and even made 

her daughters swear never to say a word, for fear they would be murdered by the man. It 

was only after his death that they dared to seek help. The daughters did not blame their 

mother for her silence and submission to their violent father. According to the daughters, 



Motherhood in the Shadow  25 

they understood the dread, terror, and helplessness she had felt from the time of her own 

childhood.  

Analysis. In this example, the mother seemed to submit to terrorization of herself 

and her daughters in the absence of any guilt feelings. Rather, she succumbed to and 

accepted her unavoidable fate on the basis of her personal worldview. In the mother’s 

perception, submissive behavior and avoiding reporting the crimes committed against 

helped save her daughter’s lives. Her dependency on her daughters was high. From her 

point of view, it seems that they were companions in a time of trouble, both of whom 

acted as a kind of surrogate parent. Her choice of a violent husband and her compulsion 

to continue living in constant terror indicate that she was unable to break free from her 

state of learned helplessness and could not conceive of an alternative. 

Discussion 

Past research involving incestuous families could be divided into two categories: 

traditional and nontraditional (Hudson, 2003). Studies that were categorized as traditional 

have depicted the nonoffending mother as collusive and unprotective (Goodwin, 1989), 

or frigid and controlling (Shaw, Lewis, Loeb, Rosando, & Rodrigues, 2001). Recent 

nontraditional studies have thought to understand the family dynamics and argue that the 

nonoffending mother is another victim of the perpetrator (Hudson, 2003; Strand, 1991). 

However, in most of these studies, the mothers' background in relation specifically to 

childhood sexual victimization was less explored. In respect to the later, this exploratory 

study aimed to explore the mothering style of the adult survivors by utilizing a qualitative 

analysis of individual interviews with five clinicians who had worked with 24 women 

survivors of incest, whose children had also been sexually victimized.  
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In spite of the small sample size and the fact that the mothers were not directly 

interviewed, results revealed certain shared characteristics, as well as specific 

psychological attributes, among four types of mothers who suffered sexual abuse in 

childhood and who subsequently reported the sexual abuse of their own child: the 

unaware mother, for whom the knowledge of her child abuse is a total surprise; the 

Unwitting accomplice mother, who denies consciously or unconsciously her child abuse; 

the “common fate” mother, who is a victim as much as her victimized children; and the 

Enabler mother, who initiate the abuse of her child. The three initial types could be 

considered according to the literature review as nonoffending mothers, whereas the last 

one, the Enabler (which was rare) could be considered an offending mother. The study 

findings might contribute to better understand the nonoffending mothers whose children 

were sexually abuse. How could intergenerational transmission of incest be explained? 

One explanation can derive from development of the dissociative defense 

mechanism as a permanent coping style among victims of childhood sexual abuse. 

According to Zomer and Zomer (1997), when the traumatic event occurs repeatedly and 

often, and the victim is continually exposed to the adverse situation, there is no choice 

but to learn to escape it. When this is physically impossible, the way in which escape 

occurs is by shutting the self up within one area of the emotional world, and escaping into 

a world of fantasy and daydreams (Cloitre, Scarvalone, & Difede, 1997). Constant escape 

and dissociation of this kind allow the child to function in other areas of life, such that it 

is often difficult for the surrounding environment to discern the child’s suffering. One 

example of this mechanism is described by Noah, age 42, who recounts how she reacted 
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while being raped by her father: “During the act I am a bird, I fly away. I am a soul, I am 

not there. Afterwards I return and it hurts…”  

Yet, a distinction must be made between the dissociative reaction that may be 

used during the act of abuse itself, and dissociation as a defense mechanism following the 

abuse, which is used as a way of avoiding memory of the occurrence (Zomer & Zomer, 

1997). Because this defense has proved effective in adverse circumstances, many abused 

children continue to employ dissociative mechanisms even when they are not facing this 

particular danger. The dissociative mechanism becomes not only a way in which to 

protect oneself against a particular trauma, but an effective way in which to deal with a 

harsh reality. The child becomes able to dissociate different aspects of the self. As Dina, a 

31 years-old woman, wrote in her diary, “There was an inside “Me” and there was an 

outside “Me.” The outside me was an outstanding student, a dancer, a sportswoman. The 

inside me was terrified, frightened…and slept with a knife under the pillow but didn’t 

dare use it.” When Dina, an “unaware mother,” related to her daughter’s abuse, she said 

to the therapist “who could imagine that her clinging to me was because she was afraid of 

being left alone with her father, who constantly accused me of spoiling her.”  

Dissociative defense mechanisms, which have survival value in terms of dealing 

with the trauma, may end up damaging the individual’s ability to deal in adulthood with 

different parenting situations. This may be particularly true in situations that force the 

person to confront and directly deal with specific stressors or relational objects (family 

members), or situations that resemble the traumatic event or awaken traumatic memories. 

According to Gibson and Leitenberg (2001), disengagement coping strategies are often 

employed by child sexual victims to deal with painful feelings and thoughts associated 
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with their childhood experiences. They found that recently sexually abused women were 

more prone to use disengagement coping methods if they had also been sexually abused 

in childhood. Based on Smith’s (1999) concept stating that mothers perceive their child 

as an extension of themselves, the child abuse might be perceived as the mother's 

revictimization, to which she would automatically employ dissociative mechanisms or 

use disengagement methods of coping. This is in line with Kritsberg (1993), who referred 

to a difficulty of the protection of children as “blind spots,” where the survivor/mother’s 

own defenses may interfere with her ability to avoid potentially dangerous situations for 

her children.  

Another explanation to the intergenerational transmission of sexual abuse may lie 

in the degree to which family members perceive themselves as differentiated from each 

other. In Bowen’s view, the family context must be seen as intergenerational. Perceptions 

of separate identity are often passed from generation to generation, and represent a family 

pattern (Hanley, 1997).Typically, each of the partners in a couple selects a counterpart 

who resembles him or her in terms of the degree to which personal identity is established. 

When the feeling of having a separate identity is low, neither of the couple is able to 

distinguish the current relationship from that of his or her family of origin. Thus, the 

couple will resemble the family of origin either in terms of the level of unconscious 

conflicts present, or in terms of the degree to which negative or problematic relational 

objects are internalized. For this reason, the likelihood that dysfunctional behaviors and 

attitudes practiced in the family of origin will be passed on is high. The effect of 

internalized parental figures projected onto the partner is illustrated in the following 

quote by Elana, a victim of childhood incest, a “common fate” type of mother. She stated, 
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“How I would like to be able to separate from my mother, who abused and humiliated me 

all my life! But I pity her and think that maybe she is right despite all you [the therapist] 

have said to me, and I become confused. Am I really so bad, or not?” When referring to 

her relationship with her husband who sexually abused her and their two daughters, she 

said she had not expected him to be better than her parents, who perpetrated against her. 

She expressed some understanding of his sadistic behavior because his family was no 

different from hers. Ogilvie and Daniluk (1995) who explored incest survivors' 

relationships with their mothers identified, five relational themes: inability to trust, 

reversal in nurturing responsibilities, belief in implicit consent, difficulties differentiating 

self from mother, and impaired identification with mother. Scheller (2001), who 

expanded upon the later study, suggested that incest female survivors feel anger and 

hostility toward their mothers that might impair their own mothering.    

According to Bowen (1985), intergenerational transmission of attitudes and 

patterns of behavior occurs in the following manner: People who have unresolved 

attachment relationships and who have failed to differentiate themselves from their 

parents are likely to select similar spouses. This, in turn, creates an undifferentiated 

spousal relationship and an inability to cope with intimacy (Fonagy, Steele, Moras, 

Steele, & Higgitt, 1993).  

When a child is born, such undifferentiated parents tend to project their internal 

confusion onto the child. The child is subsequently sucked into an emotional vacuum 

resulting from the missing emotional aspects that comprise a healthy spousal relationship. 

In parallel, both parents project onto each other the unconscious and conscious 

expectations and conflicts carried over from their respective families of origin. Thus, 
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each parent projects onto the other, and onto the child, parts of his or her own 

unconsolidated identity. This dynamic of projective identification induces the child to 

react according to the needs of the parent and, one would assume, also induce the other 

parent to react to the needs of the other. Thus, in the case of childhood sexual abuse, the 

child may receive the role the mother played in her own childhood, be it a helpless victim 

(as in the case of the “Common Fate” mother) or a competitor (as in the case of the 

“Instigating” mother). The parents may cooperate with each other in the mutual 

conspiracy to fulfill each other’s needs.  

Minuchin (1974) also emphasized the critical role of family structure in family 

dynamics. In his view, both emotional health and pathology in the individual are 

reflections of the degree of stability in the family system. Like Bowen, Minuchin 

maintained that the functional family system requires clear definition of the boundaries 

between family members (e.g., the parent and child, the parent and the grandparents, the 

nuclear family and the extended family, etc.). Minuchin classified families according to 

three categories of family boundaries: disengagement among family subsystems, 

engagement among family subsystems, and clear boundaries among family subsystems. 

The functioning of each subsystem is defined on the basis of two continuums: the 

dominance hierarchy continuum (role performance functions) and the expressive-

emotional continuum (the way in which emotions are expressed). Each family subsystem 

can be characterized on the basis of its placement along a continuum ranging from high 

to low levels of interpersonal boundaries. A mutual relationship is held to exist between 

each of the family subsystems. The extent of this relationship is determined on the basis 

of the specific needs of the family and its members. 
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On the basis of Munichin’s theory, the behavior of the “Unwitting Accomplice” 

mother, for instance, is one in which the mother is not interested in a sexual and intimate 

relationship with her husband. In order to enable herself to disengage from her role as a 

spouse, she opts to “sacrifice” her daughter. In this way she “saves” herself from having 

to engage in the sexual act. It should be noted that this does not mean the mother is 

consciously aware of her notions, but rather, as mentioned earlier, reflects her 

dissociation.   

In the Unwitting Accomplice case described, the victimized daughter yearns for a 

more positive relationship with her abusive parents and seems unable to disengage herself 

from the role of sexually abused daughter. She too “sacrifices” her children to her parents 

(ignoring her own daughter’s signals of distress). She allows the attacker (the children’s 

grandfather) to obtain satisfaction and perhaps feel a form of (camouflaged) gratitude 

towards his daughter for contributing to his continued gratification.  

In the family in which the mother is “Unaware” of the incest occurring, the 

boundaries between herself and at least some of her children, and between herself and her 

husband, are disengaged. She is therefore oblivious of what is happening. 

Conclusion 

There are several limitations to this study. First, the study sample was small and 

may not necessarily represent the population of female survivors of incest whose children 

are also sexually abused. Unknown selection factors operated in determining who came 

to our attention for screening. In addition, further quantitative evidence of the findings, 

including a comparison with group of mothers incestuously abused whose children are 

not sexually abused seemed to be needed. Moreover, since historically professionals 
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constructed the collusive mother (Joyce, 2001) even though prior empirical research 

never supported maternal culpability for incest, and based on the later researcher that the 

political, social, and fiscal context of agency clinical practice influenced clinical social 

workers perspectives of mothers of sexually abused children, the professionals' social 

constructions of mothers of sexually abused children should be taken in account.  

Nevertheless, the theoretical and empirical work carried out to date on the issue of 

sexual abuse indicates that the children of mothers who have been victims of incest in 

their families of origin might be at risk in terms of suffering a similar form of sexual 

abuse. Kaufman (1989), who discusses this problem in the context of the mother-

daughter relationship, maintains that incest may occur in the second generation under the 

following conditions: the victimized mother develops a conflicted relationship with her 

daughter that is similar to the one she had with her own mother, the girls accepts and 

functions in the maternal role (a parental child), there are sexual difficulties between the 

mother and her husband (related to the mother’s victimization in childhood) that have left 

the father in a chronic state of sexual frustration, and the presence of pedophilic 

tendencies in the father.  

It is important to note that while there are often reports of intergenerational 

transmission of child sexual abuse in clinical reports, there seems to be a lack of 

empirical evidence regarding the frequency of this phenomenon. Despite this, recognition 

of this possibility is of great importance in the treatment of survivors of incest and sexual 

abuse in childhood. Since the mother is usually the most important source of social 

support, helping her means helping her child as well, hence improving to both survivors' 

psychological welfare. 
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