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Intergenerational Ambivalence: Further Steps 

in Theory and Research 

The arti cle by Ingrid Connidis and Julie McMullin 
and the initiative of the Journal of Marriage and 
Family's editor proviele an exce ll ent opportunity 
to continue the discussion on the relevance of the 
concept of ambivalence for the study of intergen­
crati onal rclati ons. Ncarl y 4 ycars havc passcd 
since Kar! Pillemer and I (Li.ischer & Pillemer, 
1998) publ ished our ideas on the topic in this jour­
nal. Connicli s and McMullin take this article as 
their starting point ancl refer to it both approvingly 
ancl criti cally. I cannot always fo llow their cri­
tique, as I will show at appropriate points below. 
What counts most, however (and this is greatly to 
be applaudecl) is that all of us are interestecl in the 
further development of the approach. 

lnterestingly, insights into the ambivalence be­
tween parents and adu lt chi ldren can be traced 
back to the beginnings of human society, although 
the tenn itself was apparently first created only in 
19 10. In Greek mythology, some of the greatest 
sagas clepict what we now refer to as ambivalence. 
The best known of these is the drama of the fate­
ful relationship between Oedipus and hi s father. 
This theme is also founcl in modern literature. 
Franz Kafka's story The Metamorph.osis or, more 
recently, Philip Roth's novel American Pastoral, 
are on ly two of many examples. Today, the term 
ambivalence is wiclely used. For example, we may 
hear adult chilclren say ing that they feel ambiva-
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Ient about placing their elderly father or mother 
in a nursing home. 

The central question, then , is to determine what 
can be gainecl by using the concept in fami ly re­
sem·ch. I agree with Connidis and McMullin that 
Lhe concept of ambivalence enables us to stucly 
intergenerational relationships with greater open­
ness ancl it can help to accentuate the sociological 
perspective. To this end, the structural conclitions 
of ambivalence should be given adequate atten­
tion. The authors mention gender inequality as a 
partictllar example, thereby providing a bridge to 
gender studies. Taking thi s a step further, I see the 
concept of ambivalence as well-suited to Iinking 
various disciplines that work on the " problem of 
generations" (Mannheim, 1928). 

Ambivalence can be comprehenclecl as a " sen­
sitizing concept," as clefined by Blumer (1969), 
giving " the user a general sense of reference ancl 
guidance in approaching empirical instances . 
Whereas defi nitive concepts proviele prescriptions 
of what to see, sensitizing concepts merely sug­
gest directions along which to Iook." (p. 148). I 
woulcl even maintain that the challenge of ambiv­
alence lies in its ambiguiti es. I say thi s drawing 
on Levine's stimulating book, The Fligh.t from 
Ambiguity ( 1986). The author provieles a well ­
grounclecl argument that insight into the ambigu ity 
of a concept is a motor for the development of 
new ideas. But in orcler for th is motor to reall y 
function ancl propel us f01·ward , conceptual deter­
minations are indispensable. They are also the 
founclation for the formulation of specific hypoth­
eses and for the clevelopment of research instru-
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ments. In this regard , few concrele suggestions 
can be founcl in the article by Connicli s ancl 
McMullin . Of course they offer numerous exam­
ples but for research, systematic conceptual work 
is indispensable. This is where the sc ientific ap­
proach to intergenerational ambivalence differs 
from that found in literm·y works ancl everyday 
common sense. 

STEPS TOWARD D EFINING AMBIVALENCE 

In order to avoid a potential misunderstanding, I 
would like to make it ciear that I do not intend to 
present an ali-purpose or ultimate clefi nition of 
ambivalence. That wou ld be dogmatic. Because 
ambi valence is a concept that is di scussed in many 
different contexts-from ordinary language to 
psychological and sociologicai research- we must 
attempt to isolate its major ideas ancl dimensions. 
For thi s purpose, it is most useful to turn to the 
brief yet many faceted hi story of the concept's 
sc ientific use. 

As far as we know, the Swiss psychiatrist Eu­
gen Bleu I er ( 1857- 1939) invented and fi rst used 
the concept for the psychiatric cliagnosis of neg­
ativism ( 19 1 0) and subsequentl y as one of four 
core symptoms of schizophrenia ( 191 I). He also 
arguecl in a comprehensive text that ambi va lence 
is not merely a symptom of mental illness but can 
also be experi enced and thus observecl in every­
day life. He clistinguishes between affective ancl 
cognitive ambivalence and points out that the two 
are closely intermingled (B ieul er, 1914, p. 98). 
This text already contains a reference to ambiva­
lence in intergenerational relationships (p. I 03). 

Freud first used the concept in an article on the 
theory of transference (e.g., in regard to a soc ial 
relationship) . Later· he included it in hi s theory of 
the Oeclipus complex, as is conci se ly and clearly 
demonstrated in hi s short essay Some Rejlections 
on Schoolboy Psychology (Freud, 19 14) . Freud 
thus applied ambiva lence to the analysis of an ex­
em plary intergenerational phenomenon. Further­
more, he integrated the concept into hi s theory of 
drives, hi s work on mass psychology and ego 
analys is, hi s study on civilization ancl many other 
writings. From our perspective, we can say that 
he defi nitely regarded it as a link between indi­
vidual and societal phenomena, the desirabi1ity of 
which is repeatedly emphasized by Connidis and 
McMullin . 

After Bleul er and Freue! , many authors work­
ing in the fi elcl s of psychoanalysis, psychotherapy, 
ancl family therapy began to study the concept of 
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ambivalence. The following quote from Knelles­
sen ( 1978) aptly summarizes the partially contro­
versial response to the concept: " After an initially 
strongly biologica ll y conditioned orientation, it is 
increasing1y being embedded in social relation­
ships, in objective structures" (p. 129). This con­
clusion can also be clrawn from the reception of 
the concept in sociology. An earl y awareness of 
ambivalence shines through in many of Simmel's 
writings, though he does not use thi s tenn to refer 
to it. Merton and the group of scholars with whom 
he worked on roJe analysis explicitly studied it as 
a concept, with reference to Bleuler (Coser, L. A., 
I965; Coser, R. L. , 1964; Hajda, 1968; Merton; 
1976). Most recentl y, the not ion of ambivalence 
appears expli citl y or implicitly in theori es of mod­
erni zation and postmoclernism, for example those 
of Beck, Giddens and Ritzer, as shown in cletail 
by Junge (2000). 

The history of the concept is particularly relevant 
because it suggests that dealing with ambivalence is 
connectecl to the constitution and development of 
personal identity. I draw this conclusion from the 
origin of the concept as an element of the diagnosis 
of schizophreni a and thus of a disorder that severely 
affects personality. More recently, am bi valence has 
been cli scussed as a symptom of the borderline 
personality di sorcler. From a different angle, the 
connection between ambiva1ence and iclentity is 
obvious if one consiclers the importance of inter­
generational relati onships for personal develop­
ment in all stages of the life course. 

The conceptual hi story also suggests that am­
bivalence shoulcl be understood as a consequence 
of competing perspectives oriented to one and the 
same object. Whereas it is likely that the object 
wil l be another person, it can al so be the self. 
More abstractly, ambivalence can be ascribed to 
relati onships. The emphasis is always on two jux­
taposecl yet eiependent components, an uncler­
standing that is also supported by etymology: 
Ambi derives from the same root as amphi, for 
example, in the word amphitheater. This suggests 
the metaphor of two opposite parts constituting a 
whole, or of a unity. 

Adding the tempora l dimension, we can speak 
of polarized forces that cannot be fu l1y reconcilecl 
within a limited or even an un1imited time span. 
Ambiva1ence can be experienced in situations in 
which a child cares for an e1derly parent and it 
can also be seen in regard to the entire biograph­
ica1 hi story of the relationships between parents 
and their children. Such an interpretation can be 
made by the actors themse1ves, other persons, 
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therapists , or social sc ienti sts. Thus people can 
vary in the degree of their awareness of ambi va­
lence. Ultimate ly, ambiva lences are challenges to 
be responded to. In a very fundamental sense, 
contrary to what Connidis and McMullin say 
about our viewpoint, our perspective is genuinely 
action oriented and therefore dynamic. 

To sum up: In order to exhaust the full poten­
tial of the concept of ambivalence and the under­
lying ideas for theoretically grounded research on 
intergenerational relations, it is des irable to ex­
plicitly name the major analytical and empirical 
elements of ambivalence. In vi ew of the back­
ground of the concept's hi story, its acceptance in 
the social sciences, and the more recent debates 
on the subject, including Connidis and Mc­
Mullin 's contribution, I would li ke to propose the 
following definition : For purposes of sociological 
research on intergenerational relations, it is useful 
to speak of ambivalence when polarized simulta­
neaus emotions, thoughts, social relations, and 
structures that are considered relevant for the con­
stitution of indi vidual or co ll cctivc idcntiti cs arc 
(or can be) interpreted as temporarily or even per­
manentl y irreconcilable. 

FURTHER ELEMENTS OF COMPREHENDING 

INTERG ENERATIONAL AM BIV ALENCE 

Ambivalence offers us an opportunity to analyze 
how family tensions are dealt with without re­
placing one ideo logical position (e.g. , harmony) 
with another (e. g., Marxist conftict theoretical). 
In thi s way, acknowledging ambivalence helps to 
overcome the simpli stic ideali zation of family re­
lations. From this point of view, it is clear that the 
notion of ambivalence must be di stinguished from 
that of conft ict. In regard to these considerations, 
Connidis and McMullin 's views seem vague. In 
part, they equate ambiva lence with and simulta­
neously distinguish it from conftict. However, I 
find it difficult to discern their criteria. For ex­
ample, Connidis and McMullin state: "Society is 
more accurately characterized as based on con­
fticting interests than on consensus" (p. 559). This 
may be quite correct as an express ion of a partic­
ular worldview but it is not an analytical point of 
view. If ambiva lence is equated with conft ict, then 
the advocates of the solidarity perspective might 
even deny that the concept of ambivalence has 
anything new to offer because it is poss ible to 
subsume conft ict and thus al so ambivalence under 
the solidarity perspective, namely as a sort of de­
viance or at least as a dysfunction. It is certainly 

587 

possible to interpret Bengtson's comments (2001, 
p. 12) in this sense. Lowenstein and Katz (200 I) 
stri ve for a more differentiated integration of the 
two approaches. 

In my view, an awareness of a temporary or 
enduring irreconcilability is an important feature 
of ambi valence and a fundamental difference from 
confticts insofar as they have, or can have, definite 
so lutions. If we regard ambivalence as conceptu­
all y prior to both harmony and conft ict, then we 
can treat both as common ways of dealing with 
ambivalence. Such a view is based on the general 
proposition (or hypothesis) that ambivalence is 
both a poss ibility and a challenge of the condition 
humaine (the human condition), which is an un­
derstanding supported by the usage of the concept 
in social anthropology, literm·y criticism, aesthet­
ics and theology as shown by the entry in The 
Oxford English Dictionary. Consequently, we hy­
pothesize that people must live with ambivalence 
and they can cope with it in more or less com­
petent, produclive ways. People can even create 
ambivalcnccs , as thc works of writcrs and arti sts 
show. Deliberately constructing ambivalences can 
also be a strategy in soc ial interaction. This pos­
sibility is another reason to view ambivalences 
both as chances and as burdens. 

To this ex tent, as already stated , ambivalence 
is not necessarily negative but rather implies a 
task of structuring relationsh ips that is more or 
less created by structural , situational, and personal 
conditions. In agreement with Connidis and 
McMullin , I see ambivalence as a bridging con­
cept between socia l structure and individual ac­
tion , made evident in social interaction and hold 
that its definition should relate to "structured sets 
of social relationships " (p. 559). However, in all 
these endeavors, because the term is also used in 
everyday language, special effort is needed to 
avoid comprehending intergenerational relations 
as being ambiva lent in themselves. We should be 
aware of the pitfalls of the ontologization so pop­
ular in the socia l sciences. With this tenn I am 
referring to an understanding of a given social in­
stitution, especially the family, as a given natural 
phenomenon, which is often adopted in order to 
support normative judgments regarding its form 
or structure. This commonplace naive habit rein­
forces a view of ambivalence as undesirable in 
itself, a view of ambivalence as something nega­
tive to be contrasted with good solidarity. 

Ambiva lence should be comprehended as 
based on attributions and as an interpretation of 
modes of behavior, cogn itions, and emotions . 
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These can be conditioned by social structures or 
can be located within them, a common theme in 
Connidis and McMu llin 's article. But how can this 
bridge be constructed for purposes of empirical 
research? 

0PERATIONALIZATION 

In trying to connect the individual person with the 
social structure using the concept of social rela­
tions , we made the astan ishing discovery that, 
with very few exceptions such as Max Weber and 
Leopold von Wiese, the dimensions of this con­
cept are seldom explicitly analyzed in sociological 
writings. For a long time it was overwhelmingly 
treated as a " natural ," self-ev ident category. 
However, the development of the interdisciplinary 
social relations perspective has changed this (see 
Duck, 1997; Hinde, 1997). 

ln the course of these efforts, the insight 
emerged that social relationships are based on in­
teractions that display a certain duration or con­
sistency. Thcy rcfcr back to thcmselvcs and are 
thus recursive. On the basis of interactionist and 
pragmatic premises that I share with Connidis and 
McMullin, in the socio logical analysis of relation­
ships it seems reasonable to distinguish between 
two fundamental dimensions. One dimension con­
sists of an individual as a subject, as shown by 
personal attributes. The other is structural or- as 
l prefer to Iabel it- institutional. In its German 
usage (which seems to differ from the American), 
the latter implies embeddedness in a concrete so­
cial system such as the family. lt is important that 
the subjective and institutional components are 
connected- that is especially obvious in the case 
of familial relationships. Both dimensions should 
be understood as not merely static but, rather, as 
dynamic. Before the background of these propo­
sitions, f regard it as inappropriate to Iabel our 
perspective on ambiva lence as psychological (p . 
I 0). Connidis and McMullin 's criticism is also in­
consistent because in another passage they cor­
rectly state, with reference to personal communi­
cation, that I argue in terms of the analysis of roles 
and thus strive for precisely that combination of 
the microsociological and macrosociological 
viewpoints, which is important for them. Conse­
quently, attention is paid to negotiation processes, 
as shown in our secondary analysis of intergen­
erational relations after divorce in later life 
(Li.ischer & Pajung-Bi lger, 1998- Engli sb sum­
mary found in Li.ischer, 2000). This research 
formed the starting point for further efforts to op-
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erationalize the concept. ln regard to a two-di­
mensional model of social relations, we locate the 
fo ll owing sources of ambiva lence: 

I. On the personal dimension, there is an oppo­
sition between similarity and difference, or dy­
namically stated, between personal approach­
ing and distancing. For instance, parents may 
discover personality traits in terms of which 
their chi ldren are almost identical with them, 
although in other ways they are almost entirely 
different. Relationships are experienced sub­
jectively between these two poles. Therefore, 
these two poles may be seen as generating am­
bivalence. For a neutral , yet dynamic, desig­
nation we have selected the terms convergence 
and divergence. 

2. On the institutional dimension, it is possible to 
postulate a polar opposition between an insis­
tence on the past social form or structure of 
relationships and a desire for dramatic change. 
Yet neither is fully reali zable. For instance, al­
though a child may choosc a way of organizing 
its private life that is far different from that 
found in the family of origin, some connections 
to its chi ldhood experiences may remain , be it 
only that they are seen as fonning a negative 
background. As technical designations, the 
terms reproduction and in.novation appear use­
ful and they also constitute a dynamic polar­
ized simultaneity. 

It is possible to reach the same viewpoint by a 
different route. Many scholars who study inter­
generational relationships, including those be­
tween parents and young children, cons ider the 
field of tens ion between autonomy and depen­
dence to be central (e.g., Cohler, 1983). Many 
would also agree that this is a breeding ground for 
ambivalence. 

In the tradition of sociological thinking, we can 
combine these polarized two-dimensional compre­
hensions of ambiva lence to create a four-fie ld 
scheme (Figure). This makes possible a further 
step in the operationali zation of ambivalence, one 
that is heuristically and empi rically fru itful , be­
cause each of the four fields can be interpreted as 
referring to a typical way of dealing with ambiv­
alence. In other words , the conceptualization de­
scribed above allows us to deduce a basic model 
of strategies for action and ways of organizing 
relationships. This is highly compatible with the 
idea of agency, which proposes a connection be­
tween subject and structure in regard to relation-
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ships and action- a theme also found in Connidis 
and McMull in 's article. 

At first glance, this scheme may seem to re­
semble other models used in the fie ld of fam il y 
research (e.g., those of Olson, Sprenkle, and Rus­
sell , 1979 and of Beavers and Yoe ller, 1983). 
There may indeed be a certa in degree of similar­
ity. However, the other models do not refer to am­
bivalences, at least not exp li citly. Stier! in ( 1975), 
whose work inspired our analyses, did not work 
out a conceptuall y based model for th is purpose. 
This is also true of Rosenmayr ( 1983). The stron­
gest affi ni ty to our work is found in Simon ( 1998). 
His orientation is primarily therapeutic and psy­
choanalytic, whereas our concern is with the elab­
oration of a sociological and transdi sc iplinary per­
spective for purposes of research. 

The assumpti ons underlyi ng the proposed 
model can be summari zed as fo llows: On the ma­
crolevel of society, culturally acqui red patterns for 
the structuring of intergenerational relationships 
can be distingui shed. As general des ignations we 
offer the following terms: solidarity, emancipa­
tion, atomization, and captivation. These Iabels, 
but not the dimensions, may be modified if they 
seem too general or are understood as bound to a 
certain culture. On the microlevel, when parents 
and ad ult children interact and solve problems to­
gether in social situations, they use max ims of 
practical action. These must be discovered and 
identifi ed through research. We offer the fo ll ow­
ing initial suggestions based on our qualitative re­
sem·ch, as cited above: 

I. Solidarity refers to re li able support or the wi ll ­
ingness of the generations to proviele each oth­
er with services of a not necessaril y reimburs­
able sort. Th is takes place with regard to 
authority but not in the sense of a one-sided 
exertion of influence and power. Rather, it is 
understood as representative action including 
empathy. The maxims of action can be char­
acterized as attempts to preserve consensu.ally. 
The members of a family fee l committed to its 
traditions and get along with one another quite 
weil. Thus, soli darity is comprehended as one 
possible mode to deal with intergenerational 
ambivalences, which in thi s case may be more 
covert than overt. 

2. Where members strive for emancipation, actions 
predominate that support mutual emotional at­
tachment (convergence) and openness for insti­
tutional change (innovation). Relationships be­
tween parents and children are organized in such 
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a way that the individual development and per­
sonal unfolding of all participants is furtbered 
without losing sight of their mutual interdepen­
dence. Thi s general setting contains a certain 
amount of direct, abstract commonality, pursued 
by efforts to matu.re reciprocally. Tensions may 
be discussed openly and temporary practical so­
lutions may be regu larly negotiated. 

3. The term atomization takes into account that 
the cohesiveness of the partindar fam il y is no 
Ionger ensured by institutional ties and the sub­
jective experi ences of relational hi stories. The 
concept clari fi es the fragmentation of the fam­
ily uni t into its smallest components, specifi ­
cally the individual fam ily members. Apart 
from the unalterable fact that the participants 
are parents and children, they otherwise have 
very little in common. Actions fo llow a line of 
confiicting separation. Yet an awareness of 
generational bonds remains . 

4. Captivation designates cases where reference 
to the institution is used to assert the claims of 
one fami ly member against another. A fragile 
relationship of subordination and superiority 
thereby ari ses in which moral ob ligations and 
moral pressure are used to exert power. Usually 
one generation (predominantly the parental), 
attempts by invok ing the institutional order to 
assert claims on the other or to bind it in moral 
terms without, however, basing its demands on 
a sense of personal so lidarity. The guiding 
maxim here is to conserve reluctantly. There 
are patterns used by members to instrumental ­
ize each other. 

RESEARCH ON ÄMB IVALENCE 

The general hypothes is th us reads : The structuring 
of intergenerational rel ationships among aclu lts is 
likely to demancl dea ling with ambivalences. 
Whether and to what extent this is the case in 
specific situations must be empirically assessed, 
taking into accOLIIlt two dimensions: the personal 
and institutional. The considerations presented 
above invite the use of different research tech­
niques. In thi s text I must Iimit myself to a few 
illustrations. I will also om it a discussion of sta­
tistical methoclologies (e.g., as providecl by Maio, 
Fincham, & Lycett, 2000 or Thompson, Zanna, & 
Griffin , 1995); nor can I present research findings. 
I woulcl like to distingui sh at least three method­
ological approaches, which should preferably be 
combined: 
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F!GURE. PA'ITERNS OF D EALI NG W !TH I NTERGENEI~ i\T I ON i\L AMß \Vi\LENCES 

.... 
I Convergence I 

Solidarity Emancipation 
(To preserve (To 111 atu re 
COII.\'ell.\'/1 {11/y) reciprocal/y) 

<IIIIIH Reproduction Innovation r~ 

Captivation Atomization 
(To conserve (To sepamte 
reluctalltly) COiljlictillg fy) 

I Divergence I 

I. As I have already mentioned, in today's world 
ambivalences are commonly cliscussed in ev­
eryday life. Thus one can ask parents and their 
adu lt children about their awareness of ambiv­
alences in a more or less direct way. This has 
been clone in various studies (Lüscher & Lett­
ke, 2002; Pi ll emer, in press). We find that both 
parents ancl chilclren fee l torn in their relation­
ships. lnterestingly, preliminary results show 
that they do not eva luate thi s negatively. This 
finding confinns that clea ling with ambi valence 
is an interactional task that often confronts 
people in their claily Ji ves. 

2. Ambivalence can also be cliscovered indirectly . 
Subjects can be invitecl to characteri ze their re­
lationships with polari zecl attributes presentecl 
in li sts, such as wann or loving for conver­
gence, indifferent or superfi cial for clivergence. 
If the answers are contraclictory, ancl thus both 
of two opposing attributes are simultaneously 
rated as applicable, we can transform them us­
ing stati stical proceclures into indicators of am­
bivalence. In the selection of the attributes we 
can include the institutional ancl subjective cli ­
mensions and can in thi s way relate the an­
swers to the model. A different approach has 
been developed by Fingerman and Hay (i n 

.. 
press). They too askecl subjects about their re­
lationships insicle ancl outs iele the family , using 
the diagram by Kahn and Antonucci (1980), 
but they aclded a unique aclaptation by also ask­
ing which people botbered them. Jn this way, 
researchers were ab le to locate ancl to coclify 
mi xecl judgments ancl use them as inclicators of 
ambivalence. 

3. Ways of dealing with ambivalences can be sur­
veyed using the familiar technique of the vi­
gnette. Subjects are confrontecl with situations 
in which relational ambivalences appear. In our 
own work (Lüscher & Lettke, 2002) we have 
se lected financial transfers between the gener­
ations. The responsibility to care for an elderly 
parent poses another potential dilemma. One 
can suggest coping behaviors clerivecl fro m the 
max ims ancl strategies referrecl to in the moclel 
presented above. 

The proposed scheme has the limitations of all 
attempts at abstract systemati zation. However, be­
cause it is deduced from a theoretical conceptu­
ali zation of ambivalence, the moclel reaches be­
yoncl incluctive genera li zation , can Iead to generi c 
elaboration, and may be adapted to specific situ­
ations and family constellations. For instance, 
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Lang (in press) used the model as a coherent 
frame of reference for patterns of caring found in 
the data of the Berlin Aging Stucly. The proposed 
model may also !end itself to a dynamic reading, 
that is, in a given dyad ways of coping with am­
bivalence may shift from one strategy to another. 
This may happen , for instance, in the course of 
fami ly therapy, or data on the life course may un ­
cover different ways to cope with ambivalences 
at different turning points in fam il y relations. 

OUTLOOK 

Taking the text by Connidis and McMullin as a 
point of reference, responding to their criticism, 
and reaffirming our shared conviction about the 
usefu lness of ambiva lence as a key concept for 
the study of intergenerational relations, I have 
briefly elaborated four points. First, the concept of 
ambi valence is an attempt to accOLult for the si­
multaneous coexistence and opposition of har­
mony and confti ct in intergenerational relations. 
Both are the consequences of inherent tensions be­
tween autonomy and dependence, Iove ancl hate, 
nearness and distance, as weil as structural op­
posites such as reproduction and innovation. The 
experience of ambivalence and strategies for cop­
ing with it are of interest insofar as they are ulti ­
mately relevant for the development of personal 
identity (e.g., of the self and of agency). Second , 
ambivalences are not to be seen as negative or 
pathological but, rather, as part of the fundamental 
social task of linking the Ji ves of success ive gen­
erations. Third, the forces that create ambi valence 
must be grasped on all Ievels of the organization 
of soc ial life: in situations, fami lies , communities, 
businesses, and in society as a whole. Also, the 
experience of ambivalence in the micro-, meso-, 
and macrosystems of the ecology of human de­
velopment are interconnected. Fourth , it is likely 
that we can discover systematic patterns of deal ­
ing with intergenerational ambivalences. Thei r 
roots may be fo und in cu ltural traditions ancl they 
are shaped by hi storical ancl situational circum­
stances as weil as by personal agency. They are 
patt of the basic rules, the social logic avail ab le 
to help people li ve in the context of social rela­
tions . 

In the introduction I pointed out that the ex­
perience of ambivalence in intergenerational re­
lationships can be traced back to antiquity, al­
though the concept itself was onl y formulated at 
the statt of the 20th century. Does thi s not suggest 
that ambivalence is more widespread in the gen-
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eral population toclay and is more consciously per­
ceived ancl experienced thall in the past? The phe­
nomell on of soc ieta l ag ing speaks for thi s 
assumptioll. It is llOW more important to explicitly 
structure, negotiate, and organize intergeneration­
al relationships than in the past because the life 
span sharecl by success ive generations is, in gen­
eral, Ionger than in former times and !arger seg­
ments of the population are experiencing ambiv­
alence. This is one aspect of the rising diversity 
of private life fo rms. An awareness of this diver­
sity, which is furtbered by the omnipresence of 
television, has led to the deconstruction of the ide­
alization of fa mily relations as basically harmo­
nious (Coontz, 2000). Last, but not least, the care 
of family members, as traditionally assigned to 
and imposed upon women, is no Ionger self-evi­
dent, accepted, and regarded as socially justifiable. 
in thi s way, a greater consciousness of intergen­
erational ambivalence and the changes in gen­
dered ro les are interwoven- a poillt where I fully 
agree with Connidi s and McMullin. Under these 
circumstances, it is not surpri sing to observe a re­
lated interest in ambivalence in the Iiterature Oll 
gender. An excellent example is provided by Park­
er's (1995) work on motherhood and the concept 
also appears in Iiterature that focuses on the con­
tradictions of caring (Lorenz-Meyer, 1999). 

Other topics point to links with postmodern­
ism. In its sociological discussion, we find de­
scriptions of the contemporary modal personality 
as driven by ambivalences , for which Bauman 
(1997) suggests the metaphors of the flaneur, the 
player, and the tourist. Ambivalences are also an 
important feature of Sennett's (1998) portraits of 
fragmented se lves. More analyticall y speaking, 
postmodernism makes a strong point that the so­
cial world contains differences that can never be 
fully resolved, yet have to be li ved with . 

Two interrelated conclusions could be drawn 
from such an en largement of the idea of am biva­
lence as basic to the human condition. We may 
search for its occurrence in other social relations, 
especiall y those found in intimate encounters and 
environments . This issue was treated conceptually 
by Smelser in bis presidential address to the 
American Soc iol ogical Assoc iat ion (Smelser 
1998) and empirica ll y by Fingerman and Hay (in 
press). In thi s way, the fundamenta l and exempla­
ry relevance of research Oll intergenerational re­
lati onships is being increased . This provieles ex­
cellent opportunities to connect the fie ld of family 
research to basic issues of contemporary social 
sc ience. Given the attention paicl to the concept of 
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ambi valence in Iiterature and art, it may also be a 
vehicle for not on ly strengthening the professional 
and interdi sc iplinary quality of intergeneration 
studies, but also for widening intellectual hori zons 
and advancing the discourse among di sciplines. 

NOTE 

I wou ld like to thank the following colleagues for help­
ful comments on drafts of thi s text: Brigitte Rockstroh 
(Konstanz), Bertram Cohler (Chicago), Dav id Klein 
(South Bend) , Frank Lettke (Konstanz) .- Pamela Gor­
kin Daepp and James Stuart Brice helped me in lin­
gui sti c matters and Amelie Burkhardt as research assis­
tant. Support for the research referred to came from the 
Fritz-Thyssen Stiftung. A major platform for debates on 
intergenerational ambivalence was provided by a Ger­
man-American Transcoop-Network sponsored by the 
Humboldt Foundation , Cornell Uni versity (lthaca, NY) 
and the University of Konstanz (Germany), which made 
possible the organ ization of two workshops. These ac­
tivities wi ll be integrated into Pill emer and Lüscher (in 
press) . 
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