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You've probably seen it: a vacuum cleaner com-
mercial filmed for Mother’s Day a while back was
censored. Two women who’ve never met before
run into each other at one of the company’s stores;
as they’re looking at vacuum cleaners together, one
senses something they have in common and asks,
“You’re a mom, aren’t you?” She has sensed and
recognized something in the other woman. Both
are on a quest related to their children. In that
sweet moment where motherhood brings them
together—a place that encompasses a child’s mis-
chief and fears—they share their feelings about
finding solutions. It’s a matter of “maternal”
female solidarity. Later, we see one of the women
calling out as she enters her home: “My little boy!”
And a dog enters the scene, running excitedly
toward his mother with a toy in his mouth. An
investigation into the commercial was quickly
launched on the grounds that it “did not align with
society’s family values,” and as a result, the ad was
pulled by the company. The attempt at censorship
sparked a level of debate that might not have
occurred if no action had been taken at all.
Although there were quite a few attacks alleging
that it undermined the “sacred status of mother-
hood” and insulted “family values,” perhaps even
more—Ilet’s hope so—posts emerged expressing
support and criticizing the censorship.

In light of the debates sparked by this advertise-
ment, might we say a few words from a psychoana-
lytic perspective—on the one hand, regarding
motherhood, bonding, and the relationship
between humans, animals, and nature; and on the
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other, regarding the maternal and the feminine,
which are deeply rooted in the depths of the psy-
che?

The dependence experienced by a human infant—
due to its very early entry into the world and its
inability to survive without a caregiver—has been
defined by Freud as “fundamental helplessness”
(Hilflosigkeit) (1,2,3). This situation not only
places the infant in a state of need but also provides
an experience of omnipotence because the things it
needs simply materialize. The person caring for the
infant is usually the mother, but at times it can be
anyone of any gender who occupies a “maternal”
role. The “mother” who cares for the infant holds,
feeds, cleans, comforts, and puts the infant to sleep.
Through physical touch, her voice, and her scent,
she keeps the infant alive not only physically but
also emotionally. To the child, who has not yet
developed a sense of self during this period, she
offers her own self as a kind of emotional vessel.
She feels, experiences, and internalizes on the
child’s behalf; she absorbs what she receives from
the baby, processes and transforms it within her-
self, and then returns it to the child. This is the
time-as Erikson describes in the first stage of his
“eight stages of human development”-when “basic
trust” or “mistrust” develops, as the infant feels, “I
am what I have been given” (4). An infant who
experiences a sense of oneness with the mother in
the early stages gradually begins to distinguish
between “self” and “other”-as the mother comes
and goes, is absent, or directs her gaze elsewhere-
toward her spouse, partner, or father-and thus
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takes the first steps toward becoming a subject.
This process never unfolds entirely ideally, and va-
rious disruptions and disappointments are com-
mon. However, when there are significant distur-
bances or traumatic experiences, they can have
profound effects on the child’s psychological deve-
lopment.

So, in terms of the mother-baby unit (5) which
Winnicott described with the words "there is no
such thing as a baby?", there is a state of being
"One" in the early period. Following the period of
experiencing "sameness" and similarities, the
Oedipal phase begins, during which gender diffe-
rences are recognized and it is realized that the
mother's object of desire is someone else, thus
reaching the threshold of socialization. When this
threshold is not properly crossed—either due to
being the object of the mother's desire or denying
its impossibility—the door opens to psychosis or
perversions. According to Elda Abrevaya, the abi-
lity to invest libidinally in the "mother" once she can
be recognized as the first object is a fundamental
element in enabling an individual to make room for
the "other" in their life (6,7).

As you know, Freud’s theory focuses primarily on
the Oedipal stage and the period that follows it.
The pre-oedipal stage is not a phase on which he
concentrates. He first spoke of "psychic bisexuality"
in 1905 (8) and continued to develop his arguments
regarding this concept in his later works. While
defining this concept and writing on femininity, he
struggles to address the feminine element in the
psyche (9). This leads him to describe “the rejec-
tion of the feminine” in his late-period essay
“Analysis Terminable and Interminable” as the
foundational bedrock of psychoanalysis (10).
Despite his intuitions regarding femininity and the
mystery of female sexuality, what Abrevaya
describes as “had come up against his own founda-
tional bedrock” (6) may have led him to this point.
However, the criticisms and contributions of his
followers, especially female psychoanalysts, to
Freud's theory have brought the issue to a point
where there are very rich discussions today (11).

Let us, then, explore the pre-oedipal stage a bit fur-
ther. During this period, the fact that the mother—
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the first love object—is a woman leads to the first
psychological template being feminine for children
of all genders (7). Julia Kristeva describes this pro-
cess as “endogenous homosexuality” (12), while
Evelyne Kestemberg characterizes it using the con-
cepts of “primary homosexuality” and “primary
identification” (13), both of which refer to the
“feminine” element inscribed at the very founda-
tion of every person’s psyche. Here, identifications
are based on “sameness.” The mother’s desire for
the father as her partner is also present from the
very beginning. Abrevaya emphasizes that “the
father’s possession of the phallus is significant not
in terms of the power and authority it might repre-
sent,” but rather “in that it signifies sexual differ-
ence” and “the father’s masculine, libidinal body is
the object of the mother’s desire” (6). The severing
and rejection of the maternal bond defines the
transition to the symbo-lic order and socialization.
However, the question of how this symbolic order
functions and what its structure is also merits con-
sideration.

Let's move on to the social sphere for a moment.
The formation of societies and the construction of
the symbolic order are based on exclusion. The
process that Freud discusses in Totem and Taboo
begins with the killing and eating of the flesh of the
primitive tribal chief, who owns everything and
everyone, by his rebellious sons (14). Following this
first murder, the sons establish “a patriarchal social
contract” centered on the taboos of incest, murder,
and cannibalism. Although it has undergone trans-
formations through various revolutions throughout
history, this patriarchal social contract continues to
exclude women and the feminine. In ancient
Greece, during the transition from tyranny to
democracy, citizens were invited to participate in
politics, speak in the public sphere, and build a self-
governing society. If you ask who the citizens are,
they are free, adult men. Women, children, slaves,
the mentally ill, and foreigners cannot be citizens.
According to Arendt, being a citizen also defines
what it means to be “human” (15). In today’s mo-
dern societies, while groups other than foreigners
and those deprived of their rights are recognized as
citizens, the inclusion of groups other than free
men in politics fundamentally relies on a process of
exclusion through inclusion and inclusion through
exclusion. Refugees, LGBTI+ individuals, women,
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children, older adults, people with mental illnesses,
those deprived of their liberty, and ultimately
nature and animals are groups that, in terms of the
right to life, have, in Arendt’s words, “lost the right
to have rights” (16). Mechanisms that define
humanity through exclusion, on the other hand, are
based on describing all life and vitality from an
anthropocentric perspective. Animals and the ani-
mal realm are also rejected and excluded, in an
attempt to disregard their place in human life and
the psyche.

So, what does all this have to do with a vacuum
cleaner commercial or with being a mother to a dog
or any other animal? Quite a lot, in my opinion.
Because here, we encounter the desire of the cul-
tural order, of the dominant power, to define mot-
herhood. This desire goes beyond stripping moth-
erhood of its psychological dimensions and reduc-
ing it to biological references; it is a perspective
that seeks to define motherhood by excluding it
from the construction of the social. Forming a
maternal bond is fundamentally linked, in the psy-
chic realm, to the feminine aspect of psychic bise-
xuality. The cultural order, which seeks to deter-
mine who will be a mother and how one becomes a
mother, sets out to define motherhood through its
control over the female body and sexuality. This
accepted definition of motherhood is also funda-
mentally linked to the rejection of the feminine.
The exclusion and rejection of the feminine ele-
ment, which is embedded in the psyche of every
individual regardless of gender, is a cornerstone of
the patriarchal social order and its cultural struc-
tures such as religion and morality. From Kristeva’s
perspective, this exclusion is made possible by the
coding of everything related to the maternal bond
and the feminine—such as childbirth, menstrual
blood, breast milk, vomit, and feces—as repulsive,
and by keeping them at a distance through fear
(17). On the other hand, this exclusion at the foun-
dation of the symbolic order is not, in fact, a com-
plete expulsion. It is a process of inclusion through
exclusion. Giorgio Agamben traces this exclusion-
ary inclusion mechanism in the construction and
functioning of the dominant power structure in the
political sphere of today's modern societies (18).
This mechanism, which is carried out by suspend-
ing rights everywhere—in the social sphere, in the
establishment of the domestic and public sphere,
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the family and the political scene—defines the
transformation of the “state of exception” into the
rule (18,19). In this context, motherhood is defined
as a sharply limited “social role” for women; it is
internalized through exclusion and transformed
into a “sacred life” under the determining authority
and domination of sovereign power and the cultur-
al order. In his discussions of the “state of excep-
tion,” Agamben draws on the concept of “homo
sacer,” which has its roots in Roman law (18).
“Homo sacer” is a concept that describes individu-
als who can be killed but cannot be sacrificed.
Killing them goes unpu-nished, but sacrificing them
through rituals is also forbidden. This is because a
sacrifice is an entity included within the divine
realm. “Homo sacer,” or in this case “femina
sacer,” is transformed into a “cursed sacred” that
must remain outside the divine realm. Just as is the
case today with women, children, LGBTQ+ indi-
viduals, refugees, and animals living on the streets.
This patriarchal system designates itself as the ulti-
mate arbiter of what constitutes a "life worth liv-

"

ing.

A woman who forms a maternal bond with an ani-
mal, or anyone who forms such a bond, is also defy-
ing the dictates of the ruling government. Yet
under this system, a woman—who has no sexual
desire, who gives birth to and raises as many chil-
dren as desired, in whatever way is desired, and
who provides care but does not fall in love—is per-
mitted to lead a life in which she appears to have a
place in society but is actually excluded if she does
not conform. So why are both animals and the
bonds we form with them so often targeted by
hatred? Many arguments can be put forward from
various perspectives. I believe this hatred is more
closely linked to the “rejection of the feminine.”
Those who strive to reject the feminine element
within themselves project this hatred onto external
objects by denying and excluding it. The hatred
awakened by a bond with a dog is likely related to
the earliest feeling of "basic insecurity," stemming
from an envy of the animal's evoked "unbridled"
freedom, vitality, and the capacity for bonding that
implies a libidinal investment in an object of affec-
tion.

Returning to the reactions to the ad and the fact
that censorship is at work here, launching an inves-
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tigation and subjecting it to a social media
firestorm amounts to saying, “I'll decide whose
mother she is!” At the same time, this is a discourse
about a patrilineal system that is excessively fearful
of anything that evokes matrilineality. According to
this, acceptable motherhood is tied to a cultural
order that is nurturing, clean, and excludes every-
thing that evokes feminine sexual desire in particu-
lar. Acceptable motherhood and womanhood are
constructed through the exclusion of the femi-
nine—which is met with revulsion and fear (17).
For socialization to occur, the bond with the moth-
er must be severed, yet at the same time, this bond
can never be completely severed. In contemporary
societies, there is a transition to a symbolic order in
which the social is established only through the
rejection of this bond. At this point, it is impossible
not to see that this is not a complete transition, but
rather is linked to remaining at a threshold or a
boundary. Perhaps for this reason, today we are
witnessing the rejection of an autonomous society
and the construction and maintenance of a he-
teronomous society (20), that is, a society depen-
dent on the other.

Where did the associations evoked by the “A True
Story of Motherhood” ad take us? Today, we live in
an era where the rejection of femininity, its exclu-
sion and encoding as unclean, dangerous and
frightening in the social sphere, extends to those
whose lives are dominated, ignored and destroyed
in cities that have turned into concentration camps
(21,22). This is an age in which there is no object as
the Other, in which disgust and exclusion function
as a psychic object, in which the process of subject
formation has been crippled, and in which psychic
structures are becoming increasingly dominant.
Therefore, we witness not only the inability to con-
nect with the object, the other, through a libidinal
investment, but also the dominance of attacking
this libidinal bond with hatred. However, repeated-
ly confronting the fact that humans can never be
complete, that the nature from which we come and
in which we live is based on the chaos that persists
in our unconscious, can open up much more space
for human existence and for knowing ourselves.
When this space is opened up, it becomes possible
to find and rediscover ways to coexist and form
bonds not only with nature, animals, and our planet
but also with those who are different within the
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social sphere. True connection is only possible
through respect for the right to life and every form
of existence. So let’s ask: Excuse me, whose mother
are you?
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