LOOKING AT AMBIVALENCES:
THE CONTRIBUTION OF A
“NEW-OLD” VIEW OF
INTERGENERATIONAL
RELATIONS TO THE STUDY OF
THE LIFE COURSE

Kurt Liischer

1. INTRODUCTLION

This chapier hax itx oviging in the kind invitation to present, al the PaVie-
Celloguiom, an idcy that is receiving increasing atlention in the study of
intergencraiional relations. Tts esseace can be summarized in the following
“hypothesis: Intergencrational refalionships, especially among adult children
and their parents, nnply the cxpericnee of ambivalences and, conseguently,
reqquire dealing wilh ambivilences.! Thus, my poinl of departure does not
seern to be a major issue of Tile course research. However, al second glance,
one may recull thal embeddadness i inlergenerational relations Is crucial
far personal dévc]opmcnl. Mosl human beings are conceived m and born
into [amilial contexts, and parenl child relationships  -us diverse as Lhey
iy be - are in many wiys mmportant for the wnfolding ol personal abiliiics
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and the consciousness of lhe self. Youth is a formarive phase m the lifg
course where interganeralional relationships are of importance, simply be-
canse their dominance may be challenged by other refationships, such ag
those amony siblings and peers. This is also wrue for carly adulthood, | Later,
through partnerships and marriages, and thus the acquasition ol in- laws,
there 15 un increase in the number of elders with whom close und intimale
relalionships become possible or are even expected and required. In roid- life,

nowadays, most adulis belong Lo genealogical networks involving three or -

even lour penerations. Later, obligations for the care of the very old may
emnerge. The tules and the praclice of inherilance once mote accentuate the
soclal and malerial imporiance of intergencrational reluationships and iheiy

impact lor the condust of personal lives. In addition, the instilution of

inheritance reminds us that any life course may also be comprehended as a
link m a chain of generations.

Indeed, the study of the life course may profit from taking intoe account
the interplay with the study of intergencrational rekutionships, and conse-
quontly from recent developments in this field. To this obvious statemenl,
P would like to add two points. Uirst, because of their omnipresence, m-
fevgencrational relations axe al the core of the processes of socializaiion and
of human sociability. This is why insights from the study ol nlergenera-
tional relaiionships are of foremost wicrest for the analysis ol social rela-
tianships it general, be it with regard to what lbey have in commen with
other relationships, or to where they differ from them, (or instance from
markel relationships. My second remark s meta-theoretical. Becanse of the
greal relevance of intergeneralional relations, their understanding is usually
bound to moral judgments. Such normalive views oflen penetrile scholarly
descriptions. Tor instance, It is quile common lo idealize miergenerational
relations  positively  with reference to the concept of solidarity, or to
deplore them - negatively — as a noterious source of conflicl: As T will show,
a well-grounded theory of ambivalence allows us to overcome these binscs,
because it simuliancously takes into account and analyzcs both perspeclives.
In this way, a high degree of social authenticity cam be achieved, and re-
spective normative orientialions can become a deliberats topic of analysis.
Morcover, we recall that gencral assumplions abowl human nature underlic
the coneepts used in social science tesearch, especially aboul such funda-
mental issues as the conduct of human lives and their social organization.

However, at this poinl I cunnot present a comprehensive account of the
importance of ambivalence for the study. of the life cowrse. T must fimi
myself to outlining the meanings of this concepl as such, and 1 will preserl
the conceplual frame that T and other researchers have developed. Taking
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(his a8 o poinl of reference, T will alse illustrale the uscluless of this ap-
proach by presenting some exemplary resalts of recent rescurch. [ shalf
conceilrale on issucs closely related Lo ihe study ol the Iite course and of
connecled lives, and T will suggest further applicalions in this lield.

2. AMBIVALENCE IN INTERGENFERATIONAL
RELATIONS: THE REDISCOVERY OF
AN OLD EXPERIENCE

The idea of drawing on the concept of ambivalence for the smdy of
intergenerational relutionships has (wo suarces. First, an awareness of the
uselulness of ambivalence as a theoretical concepl arose (rom a cntical eval-
wation of the existing hferatire on interpencrational relautionships, which m
the 1990s was aplly characterized as data-rich and theory-poor (Lischer &
Pillemer, [1998). In particular, we criticized ihe dowminance of the so-called
solidarily perspeciive, because it presents a piclure ol nlergeneralional re-
lationships thal pays o much attention to positive aspects and oo illle
to the innately darker ones, The solidanly perspective arose in reaction to
Talcatt Parsons's (1942, 1949) porlrayal of the nuclear family as isolated. It
helds that, to the contrary, cxtensive family solidarily does exist. (Shanas et
al., 1968; Lillwak, 1965; Sussman, 1959, Since the carly 1970s, Bengison and
co-workers have continued Lo develop thig approach in an infuenlial serics of
articles and books (¢f. Roberts, 1achawds, & Bengtson, 1991; Bengison
& Harootyan, 1994; Benglson, Giarusso, Mabry, & Silverstein, 2002). The
solidarily perspective has also boen adopled by other researchers n the Umit-
cd Stales (Rein, 1994; Rossl & Rossi, 1990) und serves as a reference point for
many Huropean anihoers, although not withoul cnfical reservations (Attias-
Donful, 1995; Bawin-Legros, Gauthier, & Slrassen, 1995 Donatl, 1995
Vinch & Mason, 1993; Szydlik, 2000} However, al the same time as scholars
in the solidarity tradition have cmphasized watual supporl and value Con-
sensus, another linc of rescarch has focused on isolation, carcgiver .‘sLlL.‘;b,
family problems, conflict and abuse (Marshall, Matthews, & Rosenthal,
1993y, The image of weakencd family tics and (he abandonment of the
clderly continues to be widely held in popular opinion and in povitayals of
the family in contemporary fiction and theater. Thus, some scholars, as well
48 the pubhic at large, appear reluctant to accept that intergencrational e-
lationships wwclude solidavity and arc characterized by shared values and
reciprocal hclp As Marshall et al. {1993, p. 47) have succinctly put it, “the
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subsiantive preoceupations in geronlology over the pasi 30 years point Lo g
love hale relationshap with the family.™ Tn a somewhat different mode,
Lalive d'Epinay und Bickel (1994), summmaridng their comprehensive
description of the aged and their Familial networks in Switzerland, refer to
the lensions created betseen (he polentials of tamily sofidarity and the
limitations imposed by conlemporary social conditions. In view of such
accernts, Kaxl Pillemer and 1 have proposed thal the study of parenl chiid
relalions in fater Hfe nist move beyond u “love—hate relationship™ {Liischer
& Pillemer, 1998). The vacillalion between images ol mistreatment and ne-
glect, on the one hand, and comforting images of solidarity, on the other,
are nok Lwo sides of an academic argwonent that will ultimately be resolved in
favor ol one viewpaint.

Sccond, parallel to this theorelical evaluation, we conducted a research
project at the Thntversity of Koenstanz on the reorganization of Families after
divoree in later life, c.g. an important event in the lite course (Lischer &
Pajuitg-Bilger, 1998). Data were collected in semi-structured interviews with
103 persons in 65 famihes, These interviews included questions about the
way all the subjects expericnee intergeneratlional relalions. Our goal was to
distingiish different degrees of mulual solidarity in the aftermath of what
in many cases represents 2 Clumming point” in the lives ol the individuals
involved and their expenence of inlimate relationslips. Yet, cven a diflor-
entiation in terms of everyday concerns, and by content and types ol re-
lalionships, did not yield conclusive resulls régarding the relevance of
solidarity. Family members reported boih instances of support and ol
ncglect. This fed us Lo search for a coneept with which we could tuke into
account the exislence of both solidurity and conflict in the process and the
understanding of intergeneraliona relations. The notion of ambivalerice in
the everyday scnse '(being torn in two directions) was a first and nalural
chove,

Tn the course of work along these lines, we became aware, however, Lhat
references to the expenignce of ambivalence in social relationshipy, and cs-
pectally in personal relalionships, which involve dependency and initimacy,
have fong been a topic of popular wisdom and of Jiterary wrilings, cven
before the term existed. Indeed, msights into what we call in medern Tan-
puage “ambivalence” betweesn parenid and adult children can. be traced hack
lo the begimmngs of human sodety. In Greek mythology, some of the
greatest sagas depict what we now reler to as ambivalence, The best known
of these is the tragic drama of the relationship between Ocedipus and his
father and mother. Reinhary (1986) gives an informalive overview on “lov-
ing and hating one’s elders™ as “twin themes i legend and literature.”
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She refers, among other examples, to the tragedy of Uranus and his sons.
Hamlet as well, she tells us, can be read as a porlrait of intergenerational
relations. Peter von Matl (1993) presents o comparable and very color{ul
overview ol the lheme under the provocative titlle “Verkommene Séhne.,
missratene Tdchier” (Degenerate Sons, Misguded Daughters). He draws a
e from the biblical story of Absalom 1o the admonitory children’s book
Der Struwwelpeter (Shock-headed Peter a classic of moralizing German
children’s literature) and recalls the complex velationships described in The-
odor Fontane’s Effie Brivst and in Kalka's tale “The Metamorphosis.” We
iy add, as one more lustration certainly known to many readers. Philip
Roib’s novel American Pastoral as au example of ambivalence in recenl
American literature.” Furthermore, ambivalence can he seen as an ongoing
theme in the lite-seript oF blography. Kierkegaard could serve as one ol many
examples. A impressive study with ambivalence as a lulenl theme is Lee’s
(1998) study of generativity in the life conrse of the duncer Martha Graham.

In everyday life, ambivalences are ollen experienced, for example, in ne-
gotirfions over caregmving. They can also be found by exammimg the overall
history of a given relalionship. Seen this way, dmbivalence is a conceptual
ool for evaluating specific situations, as well as for sludying the develop-
ment and institutionalizalion of the sell in the life course. This brief account
ol recent approaches Lo the study of inlergencrational relations (and given
e already-mentioned inlerplay: to the study of the lile course) that draw
upon the idea of ambivalence illustrate why 1t is appropriale to speak of a
“new old perspective.”” However, in order to become a uscful tool for con-
temporary social research, a complete, delailed conceptualization is needed,

3. CONCEPTUALIZING AMBIVALENCE
3.1 Elements of a Comprehensive Pefinition

Lo the light of the foregoing, 1L scems reasonable to start with o brief look at
the original formulation of the term. As [ar as we know, ambivalence was
conceived and first inlroduced by the Swiss pevehiatnst Fuogen Bleuler
(1910) as one of [our core symptoms ot schizophrenia. Yel, soon thereafter
he argred that ambivalence is not mercly a symplom ol mental ness, bt
can also be expervienced and thus observed in everyday life, He distinguishes
between atfective and cognitive ambivalence and peinis oul that the two are
closely intertwined (Bleuler, 1914, p. 98). His texl abready contains a refc
crence 1o ambivalence in intergenerational relationships (p. 102). Frewe lirsl
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used the concepl in an article on the theory of {ransference (2.g. also wilh
repard to social relationships!). Later, he included i0 m Ias theory of the
Ocdipus cornplex, as is concisely and clearly demaonstrated in a short essay,
“Some reflections on schoolboy psychology™ (Freud, 1914). Freud thus ap-
plied ambivalence Lo the snalysis of an excmplary intergenerational phe-
nomenon, as well as assigning il a role w the life course, _

This is not the place for a more dutailed Wstory of the concepl, s re-
ception and its adaplalion in ditferent scholarly disconrses. Taking into

accound the major contributions and argaments m ihe exasting literature

I would list the following elements us constitients of a comprehensive un-
derstanding of ambivalence:

¢ I'he experience of diamctrically opposed {polarized) structures and forcey
in the dynamic fields of individual (and collective) actions and respective
relationships.

» The insight that these cxperiences are relevant for the identities (selves) of
the actors (individuals, in cerlain coutexts also collective actors). In other
words, the experience of ambivalence and the ability to cope with it can be
understood as an aspect of human agency.

» The assumption thal these polarizations will be interpreizd as irreconcil-
able as lang as the actors belonyg (o a certain ficld of aclion (or siluation)
amd are concerned, in this contex(, with the reflection of these Lusks. This
ficld of gction can be brief, e.p. a lurning pomt, or extend over a longer
period of lime (for wstance becoming a pareint).?

« The assumption thai the egperience of ambivalences and the ways of
dealing or coping with thewn can be systemalically connected with the
aspects of psychological lunclioning, of the logic of soclal relalions and
social structures, including the regulation of social conirol and power.

In view of the background of the concept’s history and ifs acceptance in
the social scicnues, | would ke to propose the following definition: Tor
purpases of sociological research on intergenerationul relalions, it 13 wsclul
o speak of ambivalence when polarized simultancous cmolions, thoughts,
volitions, social relations and siructures that arve considered relevant for the
conslitution of individual or colleclive idenfities are {or can be) inlerpreted
as lemporarily or even permancnlly irreconcilable.

Taking this attempt at a comprehemsive analytical detinition as a refer-
enee point, we tind, in scholarly lexis, two dilferent usages. Uirst, the term
can serve as an interpretative (or explanalory) concept. This is, m fact,

iy primary use in macro-sociological lexts as, lor instance, In the wide-
spread characlerization of “post-modernity” as pervaded by ambivalence.

Tooking at Ambivalences . 99

References to social realily are confined 1o generalizations, based mostly on
nighly aggrepated, gencralized data. Descriptions are someiimes presenicd
'mul.he form of “ideal-types™ or “‘model personalitics”™ such as Bauman’s
(1997) proposed “lourist™ or “player.”™ This usage s also common in re-
search reviews, for instance in Cohler’s lext aboul younyg adulls *“cowming
out’” us gay or leshian and their parents {scc below). Sceond, the concept of
ambivalence may be used as a “research construct.” Here, ihe goal is o
apply the coneept in rescarch, such as m surveys, experiments, obscrvations
and the analysis of documenis. For Lhis purposc, an explicil definition is
necessary  one (hal can serve as the reference point for Tormulating specilic
hypotheses and conslruclng research mstruments.

We can hypuothesize thal people must Bve with ambivalences and that ey
can cope with them in more or less compelent, produclive ways. People can
even creale ambivalences, as mentioned above with repard to the works of
crealive wiilers and arizsts, Dehberately constructing ambivalences can also
be o strafegy in social interaclion. This possibilily is another reason to view
ambivalences as both opportunitics and as burdens. In this regard, the un-
derstanding ol ambivalence sugpested here differs from other usages where
more of less explicilly - the temn bears a negative connotation. This is true,
for mstance, of the lerm’s usage i charactenizing slyles of attachment be-
iween mothers and children, as well as in other typologies.

Closeness and intimacy may reinforee or strenglhen the susceplibilily Lo
ambivalence. An important precondition of ambivalence Is dependency
(Smulser, 1998), which begins with birth (or even during pregnancy), con-
tinues throwgh childhood and youth into adulthood, and in many cases even
into the Faler phases ol the hfe course. Tt manifests itselt very early in the
needs for nurlure, care, protection and education. Beyond these immediate
obligations, and in the course of [ullilling them, parents develop and acquire
specitic information and particular knowledge about their individual child
as a person. This knowledpe reinforees Lthe patents’ power to control and to
discipline the child, not only while he or she is young, but also m later life
phases. Over ihe inlergeneralional Tife course, the direction of dependency
between children, parenis and older or younper generations may become
more comphicated  support and care are specilic ingtances explored in this
book. Yot ihe authorly of older persons, established early in hle, may
persist as another source of smbivalence, even as situabions anse thal lead (o
a potential or actual reversud of dependency. Cobler and Crunebaum's
(1981, pp. 12000, 19700} stndiey of the relationships of mothers and davgh-
ters in Ttalian migrant Gamilics provide many convincing ihusiralions of
this process (sce below). More generally, ambivalences in the pasi and the
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present may offer an interestimg fopic n Lhe study of lile reviews, both iy

scholarly work (Staudinger, 1989) and in the curricnla of courses offered on

pracieal geronlology.

The conlemporary relevance of ambivalence can be deduced trom a close

caaminalion of the structural and culiural condilions of presenl Western
(postmodern) socizlies, On the macro-sociological level, population dynawm-
ies have eredled a frame in which ambivalence easily emerges. The rise in lifo
cxpectancy, attribniable 1o improved living conditions [or increasingly large
segmenis ol Lhe population. was accompanicd by a decrease in infant nuor-
Lality. As a child’s chances of survival increased, the possibility ol seeing it ag
an individual person also increased. A decrease m the birlh rate was a logical
conscquence. Childhood and youth soon came Lo be scen as specific phases
of the life course calling for their own institutions - for instance, puhlic
schooling, The same observation can be made with respect 1o the other end
ol the Jife course via the recognition of aging as a lile slage calling for ils
own institutions. The demarcation of different periods or scgments of the
life course has led (o a heightened conscivusness of the importanee of re-
lationships belween age groups, or in other words, belween generations.
Thas bas been true cspecially in the realm ol the Family, and also in sociely as
a wheole. The development of soctal wellare was another factor contributing
Lo this demarcation of hife stages and of inlergencrational relationships. In
many instances, slructural condilions for both dependence and avionomy
were thereby crealed. Scen in this way, the concept of ambivilence is an-
other pussibility o relate-the analysis of the life course to the study of
contemporary socicty and the dynamic inlerplay ol generalions and their
culiural manifestations (see [or example Edmunds & Turncr, 2002a, b;
Blossleld, this volume). '

3.2, Proposal for & Rescarch Mudule

The foregoing discussion represents a background [or new applications in
rescarch and respective operationalizations.” The concern shared by the
sludy of interpenerational relations and life course analysis for lhe
development of personal identity (or the self) through inleraction and in-
stilutionalization 1§ 2 major poind of reference and allows us to congom-
itantly pay attention {o socal relationships. This approach is compatible
wilh a two-dimensional view of personal identity, parlicularly with G.H.
Mead's (1938} notion of Lhe sell as cmerging from the interplay between 17
and “me,” where “T” refers o spontancous subjectivity and “me” refers to
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seneralized others or, more generally speaking, to the interplay between a
:uhjcclive atid an institutional component of the self. Many inlerpersonal
moddels of personalily explicitly refer (0 Mead. For example, Leary {(who
developed a circomplex model that describes personalily as located belween
the poles of fove vs. hatle and dominance va. submission) speaks of Mead as
g “creative watershed (o which later theories ol inlerpersonal relations can
trace Lheir soutces™ (Leary, 1957, p. 101

We can sce in the juxtaposilion between the subjeclive and Lhe instio-
tiopal dimensions a primary condition for the cxpericnee o ambivalences. Lo
addition, wilhin the module presented below, a secondary condition is sug-
gested by hypolhesizing that boih dimensions ol an intergeneralional re-
ationship, (he subjective as well as the individual, can be infTuenced and
shaped by [undamental polarizalions. Thus, the module is based on a
“twolold”™ notion of ambivalence. This implics a departure tom the cve-
ryday understanding of the term.

The “personal” or “subjective™ dimension can be characterized as lol-
lows: Parcnts, children and the members of other involved generations share
a cerbain degree of sirmilarily, While some of this similarity can be alizibuted
to biological inherilance, no inheritance 15 tolal, insofar as mdividual par-
ents and individual children are never genctically identical. Their similanty
is reinforced by the intimacy ol mteraciive learning processes, which creales
a polential for closeness and subjective identification. At the same time, the
biological cquipment of each organism is differeni. Sociologically speaking,
processes of maturation increase difference and diversity. Ultimaltely, chil-
dren develop different personal identities than iheir parents. Tn order to
create a schematic represcnlation that can be used in different contexts, two
rather abstract fabels arc nceded. To account for not only the socio-spatial,
bul also {or the socio-temporal aspecls, we propase - for the subjective
comporenl  the terms “convergence” and “divergence.” These Lwo po-
larities can scrve as wmbrellas for a varicty of attributes. Convergence
mcludes such relational alteibutes us loving, warm, solicilous, rcliable
arel close. Divergence is characterized as cool, easy-going, indifferent and
superhicial. ‘

For the structurai-institutional component, we can conceive of a poldr
opposition between a desire to preserve the traditional social Torms or
slenctures of relationships and a desire for dramatic change. Neither is tully
realizabie. Vor instance, although children may choose a way of organizing
their private lives that is vasily different from thal customary in their family
of origin, some ties 1o childhood experiences may remain, even if only in
that they provide a negalive background. As lechnical designations, taking




107 : CKURT LUSCHER *

into account again the socio-temporal as well as the socio-spatiul aspects,
the terms “reproduction™ and “mmovalion™ appear uselul to cxpress the
iden of a dynamic polarization. Llere,
atiributes such as inflexible, restrictive and “stuck in a rut.” Innovation iy
expressed by letms such as open to new experiences. changeable and so o,

We can represent these consideralions in the form of 2 module (or
dingram). In this way, it is possible to analyticafly deduce four basic modes
of cxperiencing and dealing with intergeneralional ambivalences. Referring
to empirical Aindings and their discussion, as well as to umu,pl.udl CoOnsid-
erationy; we went through dilferent phases of representalion.® We also took
nlo account eriticisms thal representation in the form of a circomplex-model

suggests a static (ypology, in other words, one where o certain way of

dealing with ambivalences s viewed as lmile. Overcoming this limitation
is highly desirable in the tield of life course studies. Tt scems likely that
individual modes of experiencing aumbivalences and coping with theru chan o
as people move throagh different contexis and scgments of their lives.

In order to visualtze the dynamies of development e.g. the possibility to
move from one lype of experience and of coping Lo another, we suppest
using the geomelric form of a spiral. As for characlerizations of 1he modes
of ambivalence, the already- cxisting descriptions seem still uselul. Thus, the
modilied module (graphic representation) can be presented and commenied
on i (he following way (sce also Lischer & Pajung-Rilger, 199%; Lischer &
Tettke, 2002, 2004; as well as Lang, 2004; Brannen, 2003%

L. Solidurity refurs (o reliable support, or the willingness of the senerations
to provide cach other with services of a not necessarily reimbursable sort.
This mvolves the exercise of authority, bul nol in the sease of 2 one-sided
exeriion of influence and power. Rather, it is undersivod as represent-
ative action inchuling cmpathy. The maxim of action can be character-
ed as to “preserve conscnsually”” The members of a family feel
committed to theilr traditions and gel wlong with one another quile well.
Thus, “solidarily” is one possible mode of dealing wilh intergenerational

ambivalences, which in this casc may be mere covert than overl. (Tt -

should be noled that flus term dmplics a specific nolion of solidarily and
that the term “loyalty” may also be appropyiale for this dynamic,)
2. Where lamily members sirive (or emancipation, actions predominaie that

support mulual emotional aituchment (comvergence) and openmess to-

ward institwtional change (unovation). Relalionships between parents
and children are organivzed in such a way thal the individual development
and persomal unfolding of all family members is furthered without losing

reproduction includes relations)

[ J
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Intergenaraticnal Ambivalence: A research moduie

sight of their mutual juterdependence. This general selling conlains a
certain amount of direcl, common purpose pursied by eflorts Lo “mature
reciprocally.” Tensions can be discussed openly, and lemporary practical
solutions can be conlinually negotiated.

3. Atomization lakes into account that family cohesiveress is no lt)ll}.,t“l' eSS
sured by instilutional tics and the subjective experiences of relational
hislorics. The concept expresses the fragmentalion of the family unit into
s smallesl components, specitically individual family members who
“separate confliclingly.” Apart from the unalierable fact that family
members are parents and children, they otherwise have very little in
common. Actions tollow a lne of conilicting separation, although an

awateness ol gencrational bonds remams.
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4. Captivation designales cases where the fanly as an institulion 1% mvoked
to support the claims of onc [amily member aguinst another. A (ragile .
refationship of subordination and supcriority thereby arses 1 which.
moral claims and moral pressure are used (o exert power. Usually one
generalion, predominantly Lhe parental, attempts - by involdng e in-~
stititional order - Lo assert claims on the other or (o bind them by meany
of moral appeals without, however, basing ils claims on a sense of per-
sonal solidarity. ‘Fhe guiding maxim here is to “conscrve reluctantly™
whereby [umily members may try to “instrumentabive” cach other, no
respecting cach other as subjects, but using each other as “means 1o an
end™ or as objects.

I would like 10 underscore the heunistic character ot the module. Its used
in an aitempt to syothesize and visualize certain basic assumptions about
mtergencrational ambivalence and to suggesi a fivst sel ul labels for the poles
(hat characlerze the dimension of simuHaneocusly experienced juxta-
posiions. Tt also sugpests ways to sce how the micro- and macro-systems
are cmbedded in a social ecology of aclion. The module, so Lar, emphasizes
the cxperience of ambivalences i relationships. Metlaphorically, we can
evoke the image of a “dialogue with significant others.”. Alang this linc, we
can think o other modi. Vhas, we can comprehend the experience of am-
bivalences in the form of a0 “dialogue with onesell,” and [urthermore as
“dialogue with generalized olhers.” namely as a guarrel with general nor-
malive (societal) cxpeciations, or prescriplions.

As a general schemalic representation, the module encourages [urther
differenliafions and aduplations (o specific research topics. Such specifica-
tions seem Lo be nccessary, especially in applications Lo life eourse analysis.
Thus, ! offer the foregoing conceplual ideas as a proposal to analytically
sivaeture the feld of rescarch in terms of the concept of ambivalence, par-.
ticedarly in studying intergenerational relationships. Fxisting studies can be
characterized by the way, and to the exlent that, they refer to clemenls ot
this conceptiaiizalion, or use allernatives. The conceptualization vepresents
onc of several possible approaches.

4. CURRENT STATUS OF RESEARCH

4.1 Methodological Preliminurics

Althouglt this is not the place tor a detailed methodological di::cusrsi_(m (for
this see Letlke & Klein, 2004 and the lierature discussed there), 1 will starl
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with a bret commenl on Lthe possibilities to assess the expevience of am-
pivalences and respactive actions. In general, it seems more rcasonable to
use gualitalive methods. But we should not ignore the Tact that they require
highly claborale inlerprelaiive stralegics in order to achieve infer-subjeclive
validity, especially when sludying accounts given in everyday lunguage ane
experiences that are not always conscious. Beside the well-cstablished re-
search techmiques o the socal sciences, advances may also be possible
throngh cooperation with literature studics. For instance, Zima (2002) pro-
vides a complex demonstration of ambrvalence on the level of syntax. on one
hand, and on the level ol semantics and contenl, on the other. Tn guam-
titative research, a major obslacle lies in the general orientation of many
scaling techniques, insofar as they strive for clarity, in an etfort Lo sirietly
avoid vontradictions. In the available rescarch on ambivalence, the Tolfow-
ing approaches, techniques and methods are found:

—

. Tnterview technigues addressing the awareness of ambinalence: Respond-
ents can be asked about therr awareness of ambivalences i a more ot less
direct way, by using the e itsell or by presenling circumsceriplions such
as “fecling torn in two directions.”

. Assessment of relativaships with regard to covert ambivalence: Subjects can
he invited to chiaracterize then relationsheps with polarezed attribuies pre-
sented separately, such as warm or loving for convergence, mdifferent or
superlicial for divergence, I the answers are conlradiclory, because both of
the two opposing «liribules are simultancously judged applicable, they can
he trunsformed into indicatlors of ambivalence, Currently, the most widely
used proccdure is one proposcd by Thompson, Zaona, and Grillin (1993},

3. Eise of vigneties: Subjects arc presented with silualions i which they bave

to make ambivalent choices.

]

T the follosving overview, [ concenidrale on conlenis. TL s not meant to be
comprehensive, but rather ilMustrative. 1s focus s on Ondings and studies,
moslly of a quantitalive nalure, which highlighl aspecls thal may be espe-
cially relevanl for transfer from the analysis of intergencrational relations to
life course rescarch. The systemalization is not a strict one, insotar as some
studics obviously concern different lopics. :

4.2 dssessment and Differentiation of Ambivalences

Ambivalences, formudated in direct or crewmsenibed ways, are part of eve-

ryday e and are therefore commaonplace experiences for men and womnen,
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parents and {adule) children. This finding has [requently been confirmed
I'or instance, av exploratory study by Pillemer and Suitor (2002, p. 609)
demonsirales, “ihal divect measures of ambivalence toward children can be -
used clfeelively..and thal ambivaleni assessments ol the relalionship are
suflicienlly widespread to be of scientific 1nlerest.”” In another analysis of the
same data, concerning mothers general assessments of  parent chilg -
refalionshups, Pillemer (2004, p. 128) concludes that the “data offer con-
vincing evidence that parcntal ambivalence regarding adult children is suf. |
ficiently widespread to be of scientific intcrest.™ Similar conclusions can he

drawn from studies by Connidis (2001), Jekeli (2002), Spangler (2002), and
Willson, Shuey, and Llder (2003} and others. : :

Coenen-Lluiher, Kellerhals, and von Allmen (1994) made a survey of the
relalions amony kin in 2 representative sample of familics. They discovered
that a majority of relations. approximately 60%, were experienced and
Judeed positively. However, one third (36%) relerred Lo ambivalences, and a
small minorily (4% judged their relalionships negatively. More interest-
ingly, the intensity of dilemmas rose with the frequency of mutual help,
Ambivalent judgment that arve considered. important can be delected in
about half of the ¢ases. The authors conclude: “Totensive soliduarily is noi
sellevident” (Cocnen-Uulher ¢t al., 1994, p. 334), Relucluance is apparent,
espectally in long-term refalions.

The ongeing studies at Konstanz (Lischer & Lettke, 2004) contirm that if
one asks about them directly, using evervday expressions, experences ol
antbivalence turn ot to be almost commonplace, A sanilar piclure cmerges
from data concerning the unswers to conlradictonly fomulated statements
about relatronsinps, such as, for instance, the following stalement: “[Name
of other person] and 1 often get on' cach other’s nerves, but nevertheless we
feel very close and like each other very much.™’

Tn addition, these studics yield a finding that is pacticularly relevant lor
Iile course rescarch: The experience of ambivalence is not judged, per se, as
negalive. Of importance seems to be the level, the intenaity and perhaps the
context of ambivalent experiences. Tn other words, dealing with ambiva-
lences may be understood as u challenge, hence in the context of the life
course a8 4 “developmenial task.” tlere, @ conneclion exisls o the origins of
the concept and ity elabaralion in psychotherapy, where several authors see
the acceptance or the “tolerance of ambivalence™ as a criterion of growth
and marnrity and stipulate 30 as 2 goal of therapeutic efforts,

We also find the idea of an oplinal level in Lhe expericnee of ambivalence,
for example in a siudy by Mayer and Vilipp (2004). This questionnaire study
explored middle-aged adults” pereeptions ol their parents’ pencrativity and

FLaoking «i Ambivalences 107

the mterpersonal consequences of these pereeptions. The subjects assessed
the typicalily of behaviors indicaiing generativity for their mother or father
and evaluated the pavent child relationship on several measures {(affection,
manitest and lafent contlicts). Some of those relations were moderated by
adule children’s positive regard for parental advice. Affeclion was highest at
jatermediate levels of perceived generalivily, but was also linked with mod-
erate levels of manilest parent child conilict. In the understanding of the
authors, these resubls “suggest to analyze cilects of gencrativity under the
aspect. of intergenerational ambivalence™ (Mayer & Filipp. 2004, p. 166).

The fdea of an optimum Jevel is usetul Lo inderpret nonlingar variations
and corrclaiions as the expression of the inlerplay belween contradictory
forees. Such a view cneourages a secondary analysis of cxisting research,
Empideal rescarch on kin networks shaping the tife course sugeests thal the
effcet of support networks on conjugal quality s curvilinear (Holman,
[981], Le., extremely cohesive networks might be delrimental to conjugal
funclioning. The inlerference model (Tohnson & Milardo, 1984; Julien,
Markman, Leveille, Chartrand, & Begin, 1994) states that social networks
and confugal relationships may actuafly compete. Developing relationships
creale anxiety in social networks, because the thme and cnergy devoled (o
otier relationships are thereby reduced. Thus, social network members may
try to hold or regain some influence on (heir ego by interfering with conjugal
relationships. Ln this perspective, strong networks may not bulfer the effects
ol conjugal contlict, but may actually increase them, hecause the emergence
of conjupal problems opens doors Lo further Interference by network mem-
bers with a couple’s relationship. These examples also invile us to look at the
dynamics of comjugal relationships as a field of overl and covert ambivalent
feelimss and behaviors.

in the Konstanz studies, as outlined in the conceplual part of this chapter,
wi emphasize the analytical distinetion beiween an instilutional and a sub-

jective dimenston of ambivalence. The dala suggest evidence for the fruit-

fulness of this idea. Tn general, ambivalences on (he instilutionat dimension
scem to be more pronounced than on the subjective dimension (T.eltke &
Liischer, 2001, p. 527/L). This is true tor both parents and adult children, o
{inding which suggests, in addition, thal the so-called “gencrational stake™
hypothesis is queslionable with regard to ambivalences. Overall, then, am-
hivalent experiences scom commonplace, vel they differ in character. Tn
other words, the concept of ambivalence should be differentiated. This is an
iden that can be (raced back to Blenler, who distinguished ambivalences of
teelings, cognitions and volitions. Other authors also adopt this view in their
current work (see for instance, Lorenz-Meyer, 20004),
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Brannen (2003}, in a small-scale study of four-generation families, pro-
vides a lypology of intergenerational relations wilh respect o Lhe transmis.
sionn of malerial assets, childeare and elder care, sociabilily, emoliony]
support and values. 1t examines two a fortiori conditions that are thought 1y
shape Tntergenerational relations: (a) cccupational stalus contimuity/mohil-
ity and (b) gecgraphical proximity/mobiity. Four Lypes ol inlergenerationa)
relutions are generated by this examination: tradilional solidaristic; difie,-
entiated; mecorporation ol differeuce; and reparation in estrangement. The
anthors fook at familics holistically and diraw on the coneept ol ambivalence
to describe the forces which encourage Tumily members Lo prescrve family
patlerns and divisive forces that lead them to strike out on their own. Iy
shows how, whatever the type of intergencrational pattern, each penera-
tional unit seeks to make its own particular mark.

4.3 Dinersifteation of Contexis

In the wider herizon of a comparative study, Fingerman and Hay (2004,
p. 14501 “revealed that parents and their offspring do seem to experience
grealer ambivalence toward one another than they experience in many other
sociad ties.” However, other relationships are also considered ambivalent, in
particular ties to romaniic partners aned Ges 1o siblings. The aulbors’dis-
cussion hinis al anoiher lopic of inlerest in the possible application of the
ambivalence perspective Lo the study of the life course. Since ncarly all the
roman(ic pariners of adults older than 20 in the Fingerman and Hay sindy
were spousces or cohabiting partners, they hypothesize that “proximily may
play o role in the experience of ambivalence with romantic partners and
siblings. When siblings prow ap and no longer live in the same houschold,
there is a precipitous drop in the likelihood that they will be classificd as
ambivalent; teenagers classified their ties to sibhngs as ambivalent, whercas
individuals in their 205 dicd not. Tonay ssmply be the cuse that individuals
are more hkely to experience ambivilence when they occupy the same lile
space. This pallern regarding proximily was not the same for parenls and
chitdren, however. Adull childmen in their 208 who do not reside in their
parents’ households were more likely Lo cousider their ties to their parents
ambivalent ihan were leenagers who lived with their parents. Therefore,
amhbivalence between parenls and children may reflect different factors than
does ambivalence i olher social tics™ (). The conclusion that suggests
itself is plausible: The experience of ambivalences may change over the hife
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course, but s is cerlainly only the starting pomt [or & range of propo-
gitions sl to be devetoped.

fn an cxtension and follow-up ol the survey done at Konstanz (see above)
using as far as appropriale the same instruments, nlerviews have been made
of two types of families facing specific tasks and difficulties. Tn one group,
ap adull child sufTers Irom schizophrenia, in the other group, an adult e¢hild
is on drugs. Tn both instances, the child was living m a clinical Institution at
the iime of (he rescarch. This design allows, smong others, a comparison
belween statements concerning the relationship to the sick child and to other
children in the same fammily. The dala show, as hypothesized, a higher fre-
quency of ambivalence i the relationship with the sick child, and a lower
relationship gualily. Surprisingly enough, there is no significant difference in
feclings of connecledness to the children i the lamilics (Brand, 2004
Rudorl, 20044 Burkharde, 200:5). : :

Taking into account addilional findings, the general concluston (or this
sltady is the conclusion is justifiable that most parents distinguish among
their ¢hildren in many ways, yet they leel close (o and committed to all of
them. These resulis prve mise Lo certain doubls and criticisms of the helistic
view of lamilies propagaled by some popular systemic approaches used in
family therapy. More generally, we may again observe thal (he usage of
indicators of ambivalence, Le. the ambivalence perspective, promises an
wderstanding of families that reflects thewr miernal dynamics and therefore
comes close to real life. The subjective atliludes and oricntations of family
members are taken o account withoutl neglecting the role of institulion-
alized bonds.

The concern for parent child relationships in exceptional tamihies s also
reflected in studics of Famitics witht gay or lesbian children. A large body of
rescacch is available: Cohler (2004) offers a comprehensive overview driaw-
ing upon the interpretative power of the concept of ambivalence. Among the
many topies covered, ol particular interest in the life course perspective i
the process of “coming oul.” Tt 15 subject 1o several forms of ambivalence
and requires dilferent stralegies of coping, e.g. with regard te personal
sameness und difference, to traditional and new lifc styles. Parents may also
have ihe lask. of revealing their child’s sexual orientation to kin and ftiends.

On amother Jevel, a kind of institutional ambivalence may be implicd in
the way iegislation deals with homosexual parinerships. Should they be
treated as just anolher form of marriage, or should a special legal institution
be created (c.g. civil partnerships or civil unions, ay is the case in most
European countrics)? Do gays and leshians themselves want Lo accept rules
derived from lraditional marriage, especially with regard to the dissolution
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ol the relationsinp? Quile {o the poini, the German author Lauimann (1996)
uses the notion of “ambivalences of the law.”

Exlending the horizon, it s easy Lo propose olher family configurations a.s
breeding grounds for lalent und manifest ambivalences. In single-pareny
families, relationships with the absent father or mother and struggles fop

custady may bear all the features of an enduring conflict, pulling the child jy, 3

arn ambivaleat position. In the case of foster familics, Lhe child as well pg
those who have mstitutional responsibilitics for the arrangement, such a5
social workers, may find themselves caught up in strugeles between (he

biological mother and the so-called social parents (or legal parents). Here

oo, legal regulations and procedures may be relevant to the search for o

way of pragmatically coping with ambivalences. In Germany, this is the cage

for the legal obhgaltions ol adull children to support their parents when they
arg poor and need instilutional care (Hoch & Tilscher, 2002).

Divorce al all stages of marital and geueralional biographics may acceq-

iuate, often over & longer peniod or [or an entire lifetime, overt and covert

ambivalences. One is raminded of the proposal by Cherlin (1981) 1o view re- -

marriage a5 an incomplete institution. In these and comparable cases a
specific and claborate operationalization ol the concepi of ambivalence is
needed [ one wants to go beyond simple plausibility. As a resull of these
effor(s, one can expect, as mendioned above, at least a higher level of au-

(benlicity with regard to the diversitics and the dramas of everyday life. One
should alse sirive for findings, which systematically illumiinale the conse-

quences ol diflerent levels of awareness and of different stralegics in dealing
with ambivalences. Practical interests may lic in the cvaluation of Uhera-
peutic inlerventions that strive to heighlen the awarcness of ambivalences
and to establish specific ways of dealing wilh them.

4.4 Ambivalences ar Turning Poinis and Fransitions

The notion of turmimy points refers to 1‘)111311()1‘11_(:1]11., expericnces and actions
where the awarencss of ambivalences may be especially promising and
where the inlerplay between senerations and the life course is quite perli-
neat. A fuming point may be undersiood, melaphorically speaking, as an
intertuplion in 4 person’s development. 11 coincides with the necessity, or at
least the possibilily, o reflect upon personul relationships and the commit-
ments they imvolve, Changes may be requested and importance atiribuled to
particalar relalionships, or persons may be asked to restructure their rela-
tionships. New commitmends and obligations may emerge thal. compete with
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oﬁgOil"g concerns and ties. In reality, “lurning poinis” may exlend a certain
perj()d of orientation and search, hence it is also appropriate to speak of
transitions. They can be seen as liclds of action eniailing an accentuated
experietics of ambivaleneces.

Perhaps Lhe most obviows furmiig poinl at the intersection belween in-
tergenerational relaGionships, the life course and the social context is the
trapsition to parcnlhood. This appears m many ways and, not surprisingly,
there is gtill no comprehensive theory of generative behavior and decision-
making. Several altempls, however, reler o the nollon of ambivalence,
mostly usmg the word in an everyday meaning. More claborate studies
aloog this hne point out that decisions are reached only through a lengthy
process that takes the Form of oscillabons typical of ambivalences. A good
illustration is the phenomenon ol fuie st motherhood {(see Engsiler &
Lischer, 19917,

The expericnee of ambivalences (as defined above) s bound 1o the sclil and
personal identity. [n addition to their search. for the subjective meaning of
motherhood, many women are conlronted with or exposed to normative
expectations, lradilional or progressive, by others who are close to them,
and alsor by socicly at lurpe, as represented by subeultures such as religions
ane cihmnic groups, not to speak of economic pressures and Lhe contempeo-
rary organization of the labor market. This (opic also ilustraies what s
referred o above as the expenence of ammbivalence “in the dialogue with
generalized others.”

An atlaupl Lo draw upon the concepl ol ambivalence and to furiher
explore its relevance for a typological differentiation of gencrative behaviors
iy offered as part of in an analysis of the Swiss Family Survey (Le GolT,
Sanvain-Dugerddl, Rosgier, & Coenen-Huther, 2005}, Ambivalence s used
as an alternative to the nonon of ratienal choice in discussing fertihity be-
havior in low-lertibly countines like Switzerfand. Tt serves as a key concept
to distingursh belween four main tvpes of the Teriihiy project: The familiahist
subeulture, cither sequential or simulianeous articudabion belween labor
markel pariicipalion and motherhood, and childlessness. Fulure lrends are
discugsed in the light of the pressure to change excrted by those women whoe
cxperience a high degree of ambivalence between their own life aspirations
and normative expectations, while also possessing high levels ol personal
TesOuTCES,

With regard to motherhood as such, a treatise by Parker, with the supg-
gestive lille “Mother Love, Mother Hate,” written From a psychoanalylical
perspeciive, merits special attention. Parker (19935, p. 6) refers to Melanie
Klkin, who “considered that ambivalence had a positive part to play in
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mental file as a safeguard against hate™ Parker adds: “1 want to 2o lorther
and claim a specifically creative role for manageable maternal ambivalence

I suggest that it s in the very anguish of maternal ambivalence itself that g -

fruitfuiness for mothers and children resfdes.”” 1he major mechanism can be
desenibed as follows: Chiven the fundamental dicholomy and the awarenesy

of love and hate, mothers are able even in desperate situations to reaciivage

the forces ol love. Mote gencrally, mothers search continuously, even under
difftenlt sailuations, for arrangements thal serve the well-being ol their chil-
dren. 'Lhis fondamental ability to cope with ambivalence creatively can be

seen 4y a genuine cultural and social contribution of mothers (o civilization. -

Contributions fike Parker’s make clear why  and also how — a [ocus an
ambivalence can be compatible with feminisi thinking. This field is sensi-
tized to possible ambivalences In gender relations and fo constructive, as
well as destructive, siraicgics for dealing with thenw

Referring to a laler phase m the [life course, Pillemer and Suitor (2002)
focus on the tension batween aulonomy and dependence and find that a key
dilemma leading to intergencrational arnbivalenee is the conflicl between the
norm ol solidarity with children and the normative expectation that children
will develop independent Tives i the case of the so-called “off-time tran-
sittons™  here m the lives of children. As ¢ general inding, the awlhors
showed, “that aduit children’s [uilure to achicve and maintain normative
adull statuses and finaucial independence, and mothers' developmental
slage predicl ambivalent assessments ol the relationship. Regression anal-
yses supporfed these hypotheses and also revealed that the variables pre-
dicting ambivalence differed from those thal predicled closeness and
interpersonal stress” (Pillemer & Suitor, 2002, p. 602). In particular, heighl-
cned ambivalence can be anlicipaled when adult children have not attained
{or maintained) adult staluses. When parents face such unexpecled cireum-
stanees, they are likely 1o expericnee mixed cmotions involving a desire 1o
profect and assist the child, as well as disappeintment at the child’s situalion
and scl-doubt. reparding parenting. This study, like the one mentioned be-
lore, makey explicit use of the concepl of ambivalence. T js not difficult to
imagine other turning points that display preconditions for (he experience of
ambivalences, such as occupational choice, or  at the end of a professional
career — Lhe perind of retirement, Work in these arcas would require -- and
could stimulate — lurther etforts m the conceptualization of ambivalence.

The exumple suggests viewmng non-aacnudive {or even doviant) hehavior
as-a cause of ambivalence. From a (heoretical point of view, there may be a
linkage with the analysis of stigma, such as that of Gollman (1963). In-
terestingly cnougl, although the latter does not use the wrm ambivalence,

-
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ne deseribes behaviors Lhat can be nierpreted as sirategies (or coping with

ambivalences.
[f atiention is dirccted toward specitic features of the life course, tratnna is

_ certainly an expertence that can generale ambivalences in several ways. Under

the impact of personal and structural vielence, (he sdlf is threatened, and (his
may remain 50 (or a long idme, or even lilclong. Thus, the traumatic CXpC-
rience beeomes part of the personality. On one hand, it is so subjective that 7
capnot be shared wilh others, but on the other hand there may be a strong
desire [0 share one’s experiences, not least of all in the hope of receiving
perapeutic support. This holds true for personal traumatic experiences such
as child abuse. Trawmmas can also be collective, as in the case of wars, The
Holocaust s a unigue case of the experience of colfleclive trauma For wiich an
gxlensive body ol Rlerature exists (see lor example Lodewiyg-Kedmi, 2001,
2004). The twolold experience of ambivalence n connection with personal
and coflective trauma is concisely summanized by Smelser (2004, p. 53) in the
{ollowing prssage:

One ol e peculiarites that bave been noliced in conouction with aoute psychological
{rmmas 15 very strong dual lendency: o avoid and Lo relive,, Al the 1deational fevel
ene neen eefense is some form of amacsia {numbing, emotional paralysis).. | actual
forgetting, denial, dilficulty in recalli, or unwillingaess (o contemplaic or dwell on the
traumalic evenl. AL the same time, the tauma bas o wiay of introding isell into the mind,
i the form of unwanted thoughts, nightimares und flashbacks, These apparenily wn-
lagonistic tendencics have presented themscives to some as a paradox, .. Al the behavi-
o Jevel, the same double fendency has beean obscrved: A compudaive lendency to avoid
silatzons (hal resemdle the trammatic seene oc remind the victim ol it but at the sweme
time an equally stcong compulsion o repeat the trauma or fo relive some aspecl 6f L.
When sceking an unalogy at the sovio-culiural level, we discaver such dual tendencies —
mass [orgelting and collective campaigns an the part of groups to downplay or *put
behind us™, iF nat actoally 1o deny o cultural rasa on the one hand, and o compulsive
preocoupation with Lhe evenl, as well as group elforls to keap it o the pubfic con-
soiomgness iy 4 rerminder thar fwe st somember”, or ledt we Torgel’, on the ot
A mewmorial t0 an event., has hoth renclions., |we can speak off the compulsiom Lo
wemnember and the compulsion to forget.

4.3, Ambivalences Concerning Specific Fiekls of Aviion

4.5.1. Caring

The expericnee of ambivalences may he srealor in tagks where lensions and
contradictions cumulaie, This is certaimly Lhe case in caring. For carcgivers,
and 1 reference to the subjective component of relationships, sympathy and
antipathy are at play, and many caring aclivilics inchade intinale behaviors



