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Abstract

Beyond the traditional depiction of loving and selfless care, menacing
motherhood highlights the nuanced, sometimes conflicting facets of
maternal identity. This issue in literary studies provides a potent framework
for examining the more sinister and sometimes disquieting aspects of
motherhood, including control, resentment, and psychological
manipulation, which may arise from societal expectations, personal
sacrifice, and cultural conventions. In Kimberly Brubaker's novel The War
That Saved My Life, parenting is a formidable force influencing Ada's
psychological and emotional growth.  This study illuminates the
maltreatment of mothers who exhibit threatening parenting characterized

by brutality, humiliation, and neglect.
aaldll
Sle s sl Bagall A saY) Lalud bl e 5 dasall Ale I salill yy pail) e
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JSE s il ) el Shs s oS Ay, 40 A8
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Keywords: Menacing motherhood, psychological growth, maltreatment,

humiliation, incarnation and child neglect.
Introduction
Background of the novel:

The War That Saved My Life (2015) by Kimberly Brubaker Bradley,
winner of the Dorothy Canfield Fisher Children's Book Award, tells the

story of Ada, a crippled ten-year-old girl, and her six-year-old brother
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Menacing Motherhood in Kimberly Brubaker Bradley’s The War That Saved
My Life
Jamie during World War 11 in London. Due of her club foot, Ada's mother
mistreats her constantly and keeps her confined to their run-down
apartment.

In the midst of the London kid evacuation, Ada and Jamie escape to
the English countryside due to the looming war against Germany. Susan
Smith, who was struggling with hopelessness following the death of her
best friend, reluctantly accepts them.

There are initially difficulties in the relationship between Ada, Jamie,
and Susan, but it gradually grows into a solid bond. The tale examines
Ada's confidence, compassion, resilience, and self-respect development.
Literature View

The notion of 'menacing motherhood' has been analysed in literary
studies to highlight the gloomy aspects of maternal relationships and their
influence on child development. Scholars have thoroughly examined how
maternal figures include nurturing and detrimental characteristics, often
Impacting the protagonist's psychological and emotional growth. In 2005,
DePanfilis Diane and Howard Dubowitz conducted a study titled Family
Connections: A Program for Preventing Child Neglect, which warned that
“child neglect is more likely to recur than other forms of maltreatment with
consequences at least as serious as with other forms of maltreatment” (p.
109). This includes impairment in “social interactions with both peers and
adults” (Diane & Dubowitz, 2005, p. 14) and “short- and long-term
negative emotional and behavioural outcomes” (Thompson et al., 2010, p.
193), with a “long-lasting impact [...] into adulthood” (Thompson et al.,
2010, p. 193).

In their study entitled A Conceptual Definition of Child Neglect:

Criminal Justice and Behavior, Howard Dubowitz, Maureen Black,
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Raymond H. Starr, and Susan Zuravin (1993), child neglect is defined as
the failure of those responsible for fulfilling children's fundamental needs.

These 'basic requirements," which they defined as sufficient housing,
food, medical attention, clothes, education, safety, and nurturing, were the
main focus of their argument. "Adequate™ refers to a level that is sufficient
to avoid harm or a substantial danger of harm. The following are examples
of child neglect: disregard of personal hygiene, housing hazards, nutritional
neglect, abandonment, supervisory negligence, and failure to establish a
stable home environment.

A study conducted by Bell Hooks, titled Feminism is for Everybody:
Passionate Politics in 2000, contended that in fractured homes, “women
are often the principal perpetrators in everyday violence against children
simply because they are the primary parental caregivers” (p. 73). Finally,
Melanie Klein's research entitled Narrative of a Child Analysis: The
Psychoanalysis of a ten-year-old boy in 1984 highlighted the importance of
the mother, indicating that the child's difficulties reflected a lack of parental
care.

Literature-wise, authors like Hans Christian Andersen, Mark Twain, Lewis
Carroll, Charles Dickens, Fyodor Dostoevsky, and Ursula K. were able to
manage the theme of dread and its impact on children's mentality.

Le Guin. These authors have shown the topic of abuse in their works,
characterised by "harrowing sights of suffering children,” as noted in
Laurie Langbauer's Ethics and Theory: Suffering Children in Dickens,
Dostoevsky, and Le Guin, Langbauer (2008) contended that these authors
chronicled their childhoods, characterised by significant suffering under
harsh conditions.

In the context of trauma theory, academicians M. D. Herman and
Judit Lewis authored a book entitled Trauma and Recovery to analyse the

effects of abusive relationships on infant development, emphasising
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significant themes of isolation, fear, and resilience (p. 345). Also, a study is
made to reflect the effect of trauma in the selected novel, Jonitha Joyson's
study, Fragmented Voices: Analyzing Trauma and Neglect in Kimberly
Brubaker Bradley’s The War That Saved My Life. The study investigates
how societal perceptions of impairment may exacerbate an individual's
distress. Using attachment and trauma theory as a framework, the study
also examines how trauma and maternal neglect affect social relationships
and attachment styles.
Discussion

Barbara Almond, in her renowned work, The Monster Within: The
Hidden Side of Motherhood, observed that the term "menacing" may
pertain to any woman who neglects, abuses, or inadequately provides
psychological nurturance to her children. While children's psychological,
social, and physical well-being is the objective and expectation of all
cultures, they may encounter adverse circumstances that hinder their
development (Efe & Sancar, 2018, p. 89). Children may face several
detrimental circumstances that might hinder their healthy growth. Some
individuals lack the affection, attention, and support they require; others
endure abuse from their parents or guardians; some are seen as labourers;
and some face sexual exploitation (Juettner, 2009, p. 109). These
circumstances, termed “child abuse and neglect,” encompass attitudes and
behaviours that adversely impact the physical, developmental, and
psychological welfare of the kid. Nonetheless, the familial environment
that establishes the foundations of trust must provide emotional support,
foster a loving atmosphere, and fulfil basic needs; inadequate or
detrimental approaches can significantly damage the child (Corby, 2006, p.
162).
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Individuals believe that violence against children manifests solely in
physical forms. Violence experienced by children includes physical,
emotional, and sexual abuse and neglect. Child neglect is defined as “any
recent act or omission by a parent or caretaker that leads in death, major
physical or mental injury, sexual abuse, or exploitation,” or "an act or
omission that poses an imminent danger of serious harm.” (Goldman et al.,
2003, p. 20). Payton (2014) identifies the "tremendous violence [...] done
against children" as a significant worldwide problem (par.5).

UNICEF defines violence against children as:

Physical [...] and emotional abuse, and may involve

neglect or deprivation. Violence occurs in many settings,

including the home, school, and community [...] Similarly,

a wide range of perpetrators commit violence against

children, such as family members, intimate partners,

teachers [...] and other children (Payton,2014, par. 1).

Motherhood is universally seen as an indication of a profound
emotional tie between a mother and her children, fostering unwavering
sentiments of connection, trust, and belonging. In Kimberly Brubaker’s The
War That Saved My Life, this link diverges from the traditional concept of
“motherhood,” which appears to serve as an accurate representation of the
threatening and various forms of abuse. The psychoanalytic literature has
significantly enriched the discourse on mothers and motherhood by
presenting a sociological critiqgue of the institution of motherhood in
contemporary society. This research utilises Lacanian psychoanalysis to
examine how motherhood is transformed into an expression of
“otherhood,” engendering feelings of personal alienation, isolation, and

insecurity.

Jacques Lacan's theories represent a novel and intricate approach to

literary criticism. In scholarly writing, his nuanced ideas assist readers in

|| <) 2 YYD i - (1Y) il S s | ¢\




Menacing Motherhood in Kimberly Brubaker Bradley’s The War That Saved
My Life
deciphering hints and resolving disputes. The Lacanian theory of
subjectivity in psychoanalysis includes the Mirror Stage, the Symbolic
Order, and the Real, representing a complex and significant concept. The
exploration of subjectivity and the influence of words and symbols in
shaping our reality is conducted thoroughly. Jacques Lacan posits that the
human subject enters a tumultuous and dissolving reality. Interactions with

others and our language influence our identity and perception of the world.

The Mirror Stage is the preliminary phase of psychosexual
development in Lacanian theory, when children recognise their image in a
mirror or similar surface, experiencing a sense of completeness and unity.
Lacan describes this phenomenon as "the joyous assumption of his specular
image" (Lacan, 2006, p. 4), which pertains to the infant recognising the
reflection in the mirror as their own identity. Lacan (1977) posits that the
identification with the mirror image is regarded as “the alteration that
occurs in the subject when he adopts an image” (pp. 1-2). This experience
Is crucial for forming the ego or self-identity, which Lacan contends is
perpetually misleading. Sheikh (2017) asserts that "the crucial aspect to
comprehend is that the nascent ego, which has not yet distinguished itself

from other entities, is fundamentally a product of misrecognition” (para. 4).

The Symbolic Order denotes language, culture, and societal norms
that shape our understanding and interpretation of reality. Lacan
characterises the Symbolic Order as "the framework of languages that
forms our experience and shapes our concept of self" (Lacan, 2002, p. 30).
Our understanding of ourselves and our place in the world is attained via
our interaction with language and symbols. The Symbolic Order is subject
to adaptation and adjustment through worldly interactions and occurrences.
In his work, The Symbolic Order, Lacan (1977) presents the notion of the

Name-of-the-Father, representing an authoritative person in an individual's
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existence. Their father functions as the authoritative figure concerning the
sister. Not all individuals comply with this authority; "some may conform
to the social environment under the authority, while others may resist it"
(Hadi & Asl, 2022).

The Real denotes a domain that eludes representation or
comprehension through symbols or words. It pertains to anything
transcending words and symbols, eluding all attempts at meaning
attribution. Lacan asserts that the Real is perpetually present. Nonetheless,
it can only be momentarily experienced during episodes of disturbance or
pain when the Symbolic Order collapses, confronting us with the limits of
our understanding. During the writing process, "The Real is that which
consistently returns to the same location, the same occurrence, the same
phrase, the same term, yet in a manner that renders repetition impossible"
(Lacan, 1998, p. 67).

Research statement

This study delves into how Ada's toxic mother affected her, both as
a trauma and as the driving force for her remarkable transformation. It
ultimately emphasises the strength of Ada's perseverance in overcoming her
mother's abusive figure. Also, it aims to explore the significant impact of
these experiences on Ada's personality. Furthermore, the research aims to
enhance awareness and foster empathy via a concentrated examination of
Kimberly Brubaker's novel. It aims to contribute meaningfully to the
current academic discourse about the vital issues of domestic violence and

child abuse.
Analysis

Jacques Lacan characterises the Mirror stage as the cognitive

mechanism by which a kid formulates their self-identity by observing their
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Image in a mirror. It signifies the primary distinction between the self and
others. The Latin notion of the "Real" denotes a pre-linguistic,
undifferentiated condition of existence — a state of completeness before
the child recognised separations or deficiencies. Ada's existence in her
mother's harsh household corresponds with the "Real,” but in a profoundly
distorted manner. She resides in a condition lacking acknowledgement and
affirmation of her unigueness, where her mother (Mam) denies her essential
rights, affection, and intrinsic value as a person. For Ada, the Real is a
terrible and repressive force that suppresses her sense of self. This
fundamental reality is dictated by Mam's maltreatment, seclusion, and the
profound guilt she imposes on Ada over her clubfoot. The shame linked to
those with disabilities, perceived as deviating from the approved 'normal’
body and inherently flawed, is echoed in her mother's description of Ada as
“A monster, with that ugly foot! You think I want the world seeing my
shame? She threatened to board over my window if | went downstairs
again. That was always her threat to me” (Bradley,2014, p. 4). Her mother
sees Ada as a shame: “You ugly piece of rubbish! Filth and trash! No one
wants you, with that ugly foot!” (Bradley,2014,p.213). She takes advantage
of every chance to denigrate her daughter by calling her a cripple, garbage,

and trash, which destroys her potential and ability.

Consequently, Ada has yet to enter a realm where her individuality
and capacity for growth can be acknowledged; instead, she perceives her
existence as fragmented and unrecognised. Ada is restricted to her one-
room apartment to hide her infirmity from society. The societal fixation on
non-disabled individuals is further illustrated when her mother remarks to
Ada about her brother: “He ain't a cripple. Not Ilike you”
(Bradley,2014,p.1). This statement not only reveals her mother's

preconceptions but also the cultural biases and the assumption that aberrant
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bodies should be segregated, regulated, and restrained. Ada's mother used
physical abuse and severe punitive measures, including striking her and
confining her in a dark, damp, and odorous cupboard infested with roaches
for the whole night. This ongoing torment induces profound emotional
anguish, terror, and disconnection from reality. In the course of a terrible

incident, Ada observes:

When things got terrible, | could go away inside my head. |
had always known how to do it. | could be anywhere, on my
chair or in the cabinet, and | would not be able to see, hear,
or even feel anything. | would just be gone. (Bradley
2014,p. 13)

The bond between children and their caregivers during childhood is
crucial for their physical and mental well-being (Bekgi, 2021, p. 88). The
parenting views of parents and the factors influencing these attitudes vary
from one another. Research indicates that children's most profound
relationships from birth are with their moms. Mothers are shown to bear
more significant duties in child-rearing than dads and are accountable for
inflicting significant psychological harm on Ada throughout the years. Ada
resides in a cramped London flat, akin to a confined creature, oblivious to
the external world. Her "Mirror Stage™ metaphorically commences upon
her escape with her brother, Jamie, to the English countryside, where they
come under the guardianship of Susan, a benevolent yet initially hesitant
caretaker.

Ada meets individuals who, for the first time, see her with empathy and
esteem. Susan fulfils Ada's fundamental needs, offering care and affection
and serving as the "mirror" that enables Ada to recognise herself as a
valuable human. In this setting, Ada may construct an image of herself as

competent, valuable, and deserving—identities she was never allowed to
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develop under Mam's coercive dominance. World War Il commences,
prompting the evacuation of children to remote regions to evade aerial
bombardment. Ada wants her mother to relocate her to a secure location
alongside her brother Jamie. Nevertheless, the mother callously asserts that
no "respectable” family will welcome her. Ada is determined not to forfeit
this opportunity to eliminate her nasty mother. One day, Ada and her
brother fled home to evade the bombardment and their mother's fury. In the
end, a generous Miss Smith adopts them. Ada is able to recognize her
strengths, develop self-confidence, and embrace self-love thanks to Miss
Smith, who has disagreements with her father because of their different

worldview.

Through Susan, Ada begins to perceive herself as a whole being,
capable of learning, healing, and forming connections with others. This
acknowledgement signifies Ada's initiation into the Imaginary Order,
whereby she perceives herself as an idealised incarnation—resilient,
autonomous, and proficient in manners she could not have envisioned
while under her mother's dominion: “this place. Soft and excellent and

frightening. At home, | knew who I was” (Bradley 2014,p. 40).

Nevertheless, this realisation is laden with struggle, as Ada
simultaneously perceives herself as undeserving of love owing to her
mother's deep-seated guilt and self-doubt. Her apprehension of reentering
the traumatic setting emerges in aggressive outbursts. She responds with
fury to the imagined danger of being sent back to London. Upon
mistakenly damaging Susan's sewing machine, Ada has numbness and
tremors, re-experiencing the trauma. She conceals herself beneath the bed
and restricts her presence to a dim area akin to the cupboard. Her response
can be seen as a self-inflicted punishment, further corroborated by Jamie's

assertion that their mother confines Ada in a cupboard whenever she
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misbehaves. She articulates nonsensical, redundant expressions such as “So
I can stay. Solcastaysolcanstaysolcanstay” and  “Oh  no.
Ohnoohnoohnoohno” reveal her unbearable distress (Bradley,2014,p.173)
(rewrite this sentences). This event is similar to many events in Ada's life.
In another event, Ada unintentionally broke Susan's sewing machine.
However, it was a big deal for her, as she recalled all her sad memories
with her mother, and she thought that Susan would punish her significantly

for this action :

You will send me back,” I said. “You will send me back.”
All that time under the bed, my panic had worsened. |
would lose Butter. Freedom. Jamie. “I will not send you
back,” Susan said. “But you will tell me this instant what is
wrong.” She put a finger under my chin. “Look at me. Now,
tell me.” I looked at her, but only for a second. I squirmed
away from her grasp. Finally, I gasped, “I broke your
sewing machine.” She said. ‘“No matter what, it is

okay.”(Bradley,2014,p.107)

In later episodes, Ada breaks a dish of food and tries to force-feed
Jamie the food that has fallen to the floor against his will, causing him to
choke and gag. The prospect of Susan returning them to London due to
Jamie's objectionable conduct exhilarates her, prompting a frantic response:
“I will kill him, I thought. T will murder him for acting this way”
(Bradley,2014,p.40).

After this occurrence, she awakens, dazed and breathless, unable to
grasp or recall what transpired. Ada's detachment from reality is apparent in
her failure to acknowledge her feelings and ideas. Ada's issues serve as an
example of how trauma can have a long-lasting effect on a child's

emotional and cognitive development.
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Examining Ada's experience provides readers with a profound
insight into the persistent issues faced by trauma survivors, even after the
Immediate threat has subsided. Ada's entry into the Symbolic Order
necessitates the reconciliation of her previous suffering and the acceptance
of her role within Susan's life and the broader wartime society: “I could
listen to Susan say she never wanted children all day long. | could not bear
to hear her call me beautiful” (Bradley,2014,p.40). Ada acquires access to
the framework of language, education, and social norms—elements that
Mam had denied her—Dby learning to read, practising self-care, and
integrating into a community. She acquires the ability to articulate her ideas
and emotions and to embrace counsel from people who sincerely care for
her. Language is a potent instrument for Ada, enabling her to express her
wants, ambitions, and values. Upon reuniting with Mam, she could

articulate herself and confront Mam with much fortitude.

You never wanted us,” I said.“You never wanted us,” I said.
“Not really. That is why you did not send it for us when all
the other mothers did.“Do not know what right you have to
complain about it,” she said. “You had a pretty high time
out there, from all I can see. Fancy clothes, fancy ideas,
prancing around the town. “It is nothing to you what
happens to us,” I said. “You only brought us back because
you thought it would cost more to keep us away.” “And why
would 1?” Mam said. “It was all him, calling me unnatural,
wanting babies all the time. Then, | got stuck with a
disabled person. And then a baby. And then no husband. |
never wanted either of you. (Bradley,2014,p.185)

Ada frequently finds herself entangled in the Symbolic Order as she
faces the consequences of her mother's aggression. A menacing shadow of
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Mam's past hovers Ada, obstructing her from completely accepting her new
identity. This conflict illustrates the internal battle in Lacan's theory, which
asserts that a person must sever ties with the "Other," namely the mother, to

enter the Symbolic Order:

When they left, | became a spy. The flat was filthy, and |
wanted to clean it, at least the sink and the floor, but I
decided not to. Mam would notice and be angry. Better, she
thought | stayed in my chair. ( Bradley,2014,p.183)

Ada assumes a new identity, repudiating and contesting the
degrading treatment she suffered from Mam while reconciling with her
presence with Susan in this concluding portion of her journey. This
approach mirrors Lacan's notion of transcending the "Real™ by embracing
one's identity inside the Symbolic Order. At the novel's climax, Ada
emancipates herself from her mother's disparaging perception, uncovering
love, acceptance, and reciprocal respect as the foundation of her self-
identity. Lacanian analysis clarifies Ada's psychological transformations as
she struggles for her identity throughout The War That Saved My Life. The
"Real" depicts a fragmented and repressed life; the "Mirror Stage™ indicates
self-awareness; and the "Symbolic Order" represents organised autonomy.
This development exemplifies Ada's strength and displays how a supportive
atmosphere can alter an individual, promoting the growth and blooming of

their uniqueness.
Conclusion

By applying Jacques Lacan's psychoanalytic theory to Bradley's
work, we can see how the story delves deep into Ada's inner journey. Ada
finds a connection between Lacan's "Mirror Stage™ and her self-discovery
as she learns to live outside of her mother's dangerous presence by seeing

herself through the eyes of others, especially Susan. As she develops an
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idealised picture of herself, this new awareness of herself marks her

entrance into the "Imaginary" hierarchy.

As Ada gains confidence in expressing herself, she uses the
"Symbolic Order,"” based on social norms and language, as a critical
benchmark in her interactions with others. She struggles to find a place in
Susan's social circle while absorbing values that counter her mother's
controlling influence. In the end, Ada's horrific memories and anxieties
expose the "Real"—parts of her that words fail to capture—representing the
raw, unprocessed parts of her mind. Reconciling her fragmented identity,
going through stages of self-awareness, and seeking agency in a world that
constantly changes her understanding of herself and reality are all parts of

Ada's journey, according to Lacan's paradigm.
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