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NANCY CHODOROW

The Psychodynamics of the Family

Let us recall that we left the pubescent girl in a triangular situation and expressed
the hope that later she would dissolve the sexually mixed triangle. . . . in favor of het-
erosexuality. This formulation was made for the sake of simplification. Actually,
whether a constitutional bisexual factor contributes to the creation of such a triangle
or not, this triangle can never be given up completely. The deepest and most
ineradicable emational relations with both parents share in its formation. It succeeds
another relation, even older and more enduring-the relationship between mother
and child, which every man or woman preserves from his birth to his death. It is erro-
neous to say that the little girl gives up her first mother relation in favor of the
father. She only gradually draws him into the alliance, develops from the mother-
child exclusiveness toward the triangular parent-child relation and continues the
lateer, just as she does the former, although in a weaker and less elemental form, all
her life. Only the principal part changes; now the mother, now the father plays it.
The ineradicability of affective constellations manifests itself in later repetitions.

—Helene Deutsch,
The Psychology of Women

A woman s her mother
That’s the main thing

—Ann Sexton,
“Housewife”
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OEDIPAL ASYMMETRIES AND HETEROSEXUAL KNOTS!

The same oedipally produced ideology and psychology of male dominance, repres-
sion, and denial of dependence that propel men into the nonfamilial competitive work
world place structural strains on marriage and family life. Because women mother, the
development and meaning of heterosexual object-choice differ for men and women.
The traditional psychoanalytic account of femininity and masculinity begins from this
perception. In our society, marriage has assumed a larger and larger emotional weight,
supposedly offsetting the strains of increasingly alienated and bureaucratized work in
the paid economy. It no longer has the economic and political basis it once had, and the
family has collapsed in upon its psychological and personal functions as production,
education, religion, and care for the sick and aged have left the home. In this context,
the contradictions between women’s and men’s heterosexuality that result from
women’s performing mothering functions stand out clearly.

According to psychoanalytic theory, heterosexual erotic orientation is a primary
outcome of the oedipus complex for both sexes. Boys and girls differ in this, however.
Boys retain one primary love object throughout their boyhood. For this reason, the
development of masculine heterosexual object choice is relatively continuous: “In
males the path of this development is straightforward, and the advance from the
‘phallic’ phase does not take place in consequence of a complicated ‘wave of repres-
sion’ but is based upon a ratification of that which already exists. . .”2 In theory, a boy
resolves his oedipus complex by repressing his attachment to his mother. He is there-
fore ready in adulthood to find a primary relationship with someone Jike his mother.
When he does, the relationship is given meaning from its psychological reactivation of
what was originally an intense and exclusive relationship—first an identity, then a
“dual-unity,” finally a two-person relationship.

Things are not so simple for girls: “Psychoanalytic research discovered at the very
outset that the development of the infantile libido to the normal heterosexual object-
choice is in women rendered difficult by certain peculiar circumstances.” These
“peculiar circumstances” are universal facts of family organization. Because her first
love object is a woman, a girl, in order to attain her proper heterosexual orientation,
must transfer her primary object choice to her father and men. This creates asymme-
try in the feminine and masculine oedipus complex, and difficulties in the develop-
ment of female sexuality, given heterosexuality as a developmental goal.

For girls, just as for boys, mothers are primary love objects. As a result, the structural
inner object setting of female heterosexuality differs from that of males. When a girl’s
father does become an important primary person, it is in the context of a bisexual rela-
tional triangle. A girl’s relation to him is emotionally in reaction to, interwoven and
competing for primacy with, her relation to her mother. A girl usually turns to her father
as an object of primary interest from the exclusivity of the relationship to her mother,
but this libidinal turning to her father does not substitute for her attachment to her
mother. Instead, a girl retains her preoedipal tie to her mother (an intense tie involved
with issues of primary identification, primary love, dependence, and separation) and
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builds oedipal attachments to both her mother and her father upon it. These attach-
ments are characterized by eroticized demands for exclusivity, feelings of competition,
and jealousy. She retains the internalized early relationship, including its implications for
the nature of her definition of self, and internalizes these other relationships in addition
to and not as réplacements for it.

For girls, then, there is no absolute change of object, nor exclusive attachment to
their fathers. Moreover, a father’s behavior and family role, and a girl’s relationship to
him, are crucial to the development of heterosexual orientation in her. But fathers are
comparatively unavailable physically and emotionally. They are not present as much and
are not primary caretakers, and their own training for masculinity may have led them to
deny emotionality. Because of the father’s lack of availability to his daughter, and
because of the intensity of the mother-daughter relationship in which she participates,
girls tend not to make a total transfer of affection to their fathers but to remain also
involved with their mothers, and to oscillate emotionally between mother and father.

The implications of this are twofold. First, the nature of the heterosexual relation-
ship differs for boys and girls. Most women emerge from their oedipus complex ori-
ented to their father and men as primary erotic objects, but it is clear that men tend to
remain emotionally secondary, or at most emotionally equal, compared to the primacy
and exclusivity of an oedipal boy’s emotional tie to his mother and women. Second,
because the father is an additional important love object, who becomes important in
the context of a relational triangle, the feminine inner object world is more complex
than the masculine. This internal situation continues into adulthood and affects adult
women’s participation in relationships. Women, according to Deutsch, experience
heterosexual relationships in a triangular context, in which men are not exclusive
objects for them. The implication of her statement is confirmed by cross-cultural
examination of family structure and relations between the sexes, which suggests that
conjugal closeness is the exception and not the rule.*

Because mother and father are not the same kind of parent, the nature and intensity
of a child’s relationship to them differ as does the relationship’s degree of exclusive-
ness. Because children first experience the social and cognitive world as continuous
with themselves and do not differentiate objects, their mother, as first caretaking
figure, is not a separate person and has no separate interests. In addition, this lack of
separateness is in the context of the infant’s total dependence on its mother for phys-
ical and psychological survival. The internalized experience of self in the original
mother-relation remains seductive and frightening: Unity was bliss, yet meant the loss
of self and absolute dependence. By contrast, a child has always differentiated itself
from its father and known him as a separate person with separate interests. And the
child has never been totally dependent on him. Her father has not posed the original
narcissistic threat (the threat to basic ego integrity and boundaries) nor provided the
original narcissistic unity (the original experience of oneness) to a girl. Oedipal love for
the mother, then, contains both a threat to selfhood and a promise of primal unity
which love for the father never does. A girl’s love for her father and women'’s attach-
ment to men reflect all aspects of these asymmetries.
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Men cannot provide the kind of return to oneness that women can. Michael Balint
argues that the return to the experience of primary love—the possibility of regressing
to the infantile stage of a sense of oneness, no reality testing, and a tranquil sense of
well-being in which all needs are satisfied—is a main goal of adult sexual relation-
ships: “This primary tendency, I shall be loved always, everywhere, in every way, my
whole body, my whole being—without any criticism, without the slightest effort on
my part—is the final aim of all erotic striving.”s He implies, though, that women can
fulfill this need better than men, because a sexual relationship with a woman repro-
duces the early situation more completely and is more completely a return to the
mother. Thus, males in coitus come nearest to the experience of refusion with the
mother—“The male comes nearest to achieving this regression during coitus: with his
semen in reality, with his penis symbolically, with his whole self in phantasy.”¢

Women’s participation here is dual. (Balint is presuming women’s heterosexuality.)
First, a woman identifies with the man penetrating her and thus experiences through
identification refusion with a woman (mother). Second, she becomses the mother (phy-
logenetically the all-embracing sea, ontogenetically the womb). Thus, a woman in a
heterosexual relationship cannot, like a man, recapture as berself her own experience of
merging. She can do so only by identifying with someone who can, on the one hand,
and by identifying with the person with whom she was merged on the other. The
“regressive restitution” (Balint’s term) which coitus brings, then, is not complete for a
woman in the way that it is for a man.

Freud speaks to the way that women seek to recapture their relationship with their
mother in heterosexual relationships.” He suggests that as women “change object”
from mother to father, the mother remains their primary internal object, so that they
often impose on their relation to their father, and later to men, the issues which pre-
occupy them in their internal relation to their mother. They look in relations to men
for gratifications that they want from a woman. Freud points to the common clinical
discovery of a woman who has apparently taken her father as a model for her choice of
husband, but whose marriage in fact repeats the conflicts and feelings of her relation-
ship with her mother. For instance, a woman who remains ambivalently dependent on
her mother, or preocupied internally with the question of whether she is separate or
not, is likely to transfer this stance and sense of self to a relationship with her hus-
band.? Or she may identify herself as a part-object of her male partner, as an extension
of her father and men, rather than an extension of her mother and women.*

But children seek to escape from their mother as well as return to her. Fathers serve
in part to break a daughter’s primary unity with and dependence on her mother. For
this and a number of other reasons, fathers and men are idealized.? A girl’s father pro-
vides a last ditch escape from maternal omnipotence, so a girl cannot risk driving him
away. At the same time, occupying a position of distance and ideological authority in
the family, a father may be a remote figure understood to a large extent through her

* This is obviously only one side of the psychological matter. Chasseguet-Smirgel, who points
this out, notes that men also gain satisfaction and security from turning their all-powerful
mother into a part-object attachment.
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mother’s interpretation of his role. This makes the development of a relationship
based on his real strengths and weaknesses difficult. Finally, the girl herself has not
received the same kind of love from her mother as a boy has. Mothers experience
daughters as one with themselves; their relationships to daughters are “narcissistic,”
while those with their sons are more “anaclitic.”

Thus, a daughter looks to her father for a sense of separateness and for the same
confirmation of her specialness that her brother receives from her mother. She (and
the woman she becomes) is willing to deny her father’s limitations (and those of her
lover or husband) as long as she feels loved.!? She is more able to do this because his
distance means that she does not really know him. The relationship, then, because of
the father’s distance and importance to her, occurs largely as fantasy and idealization,
and lacks the grounded reality which a boy’s relation to his mother has.

These differences in the experience of self in relation to father and mother are
reinforced by the different stages at which boys and girls are likely to enter the oedi-
pal situation. Girls remain longer in the preoedipal relationship, enter the oedipus sit-
uation later than boys, and their modes of oedipal resolution differ. Bibring, Slater,
and John Whiting have suggested that in the absence of men, a mother sexualizes her
relationship with her son early, so that “oedipal” issues of sexual attraction and con-
nection, competition and jealousy, become fused with “preoedipal” issues of primary
love and oneness. By contrast, since the girl’s relationship to her father develops later,
her sense of self is more firmly established. If oedipal and preoedipal issues are fused
for her, this fusion is more likely to occur in relation to her mother, and not to her
father. Because her sense of self is firmer, and because oedipal love for her father is not
so threatening, a girl does not “resolve” her oedipus complex to the same extent as a
boy. This means that she grows up more concerned with both internalized and exter-
nal object-relationships, while men tend to repress their oedipal needs for love and
relationship. At the same time, men often become intolerant and disparaging of those
who can express needs for love, as they attempt to deny their own needs.*!!

Men defend themselves against the threat posed by love, but needs for love do not
disappear through repression. Their training for masculinity and repression of affec-
tive relational needs, and their primarily nonemotional and impersonal relationships in
the public world make deep primary relationships with other men hard to come by.12
Given this, it is not surprising that men tend to find themselves in heterosexual rela-
tionships. '

These relationships to women derive a large part of their meaning and dynamics
from the men’s relation to their mothers. But the maternal treatment described by
Bibring, Slater, and Whiting creates relational problems in sons. When a boy’s mother
has treated him as an extension of herself and at the same time as a sexual object, he
learns to use his masculinity and possession of a penis as a narcissistic defense. In

* Chasseguet-Smirgel argues that what Freud and Brunswick call the boy’s “normal con-
tempt” for women, and consider a standard outcome of the oedipus complex, is a patholog-
ical and defensive reaction to the sense of inescapable maternal omnipotence rather than a
direct outcome of genital differences.
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adulthoed, he will look to relationships with women for narcissistic-phallic reassur-
ance rather than for mutual affirmation and love. Because their sexualized preoedipal
attachment was encouraged, while their oedipal-genital wishes were thwarted and
threatened with punishment, men may defensively invest more exclusively in the
instinctual gratifications to be gained in a sexual relationship in order to avoid risking
rejection of love.

Women have not repressed affective needs. They still want love and narcissistic
confirmation and may be willing to put up with limitations in their masculine lover or
husband in exchange for evidence of caring and love. This can lead to the denial of
more immediately felt aggressive and erotic drives. Chasseguet-Smirgel suggests that
a strong sexuality requires the expression of aggressive, demanding impulses fused
with erotic love impulses and idealization. To the extent that women feel conflict and
fear punishment especially over all impulses they define as aggressive, their sexuality
suffers.*

As a result of the social organization of parenting, then, men operate on two levels
in women’s psyche. On one level, they are emotionally secondary and not exclusively
loved—are not primary love objects like mothers. On another, they are idealized and
experienced as needed, but are unable either to express their own emotional needs or
respond to those of women. As Grunberger puts it, “The tragedy of this situation is
that the person who could give [a woman] this confirmation, her sexual partner, is pre-
cisely the one who, as we have just seen, has come to despise narcissistic needs in an
effort to disengage himself from them.”!3

This situation is illuminated by sociological and clinical findings, Conventional
wisdom has it, and much of our everyday observation confirms, that women are the
romantic ones in our society, the ones for whom love, marriage, and relationships
matter. However, several studies point out that men love and fall in love romantically,
women sensibly and rationally.!* Most of these studies argue that in the current situ-
ation, where women are economically dependent on men, women must make rational
calculations for the provision of themselves and their (future) children. This view sug-
gests that women’s apparent romanticism is an emotional and ideological response to
their very real economic dependence. On the societal level, especially given economic
inequity, men are exceedingly important to women. The recent tendency for women to
initiate divorce and separation more than men as income becomes more available to
them (and as the feminist movement begins to remove the stigma of “divorce”) further
confirms this.

Adult women are objectively dependent on men economically, just as in childhood
girls are objectively dependent on their fathers to escape from maternal domination.

" She suggests that this reaction, in which aggressive and erotic drives opposed to idealization
are counter-cathected and repressed, better explains feminine frigidity and what Marie
Bonaparte and Deutsch consider to be the “normal” feminine spiritualization of sex. Bona-
parte explains these in terms of women’s lesser libidinal energy, and Deutsch explains them
as constitutional inhibition.
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Their developed ability to romanticize rational decisions (to ignore or even idealize the
failings of their father and men because of their dependence) stands women in good
stead in this adult situation.

There is another side to this situation, however. Women have acquired a real
capacity for rationality and distance in heterosexual relationships, qualities built into
their earliest relationship with a man. Direct evidence for the psychological primacy of
this latter stance comes from findings about the experience of loss itself. George
Goethals reports the clinical finding that men’s loss of at least the first adult relation-
ship “throws them into a turmoil and a depression of the most extreme kind”!5—a
melancholic reaction to object-loss of the type Freud describes in “Mourning and
Melancholia”—in which they withdraw and are unable to look elsewhere for new rela-
tionships. He implies, by contrast, that first adult loss may not result in as severe a
depression for a woman, and claims that his women patients did not withdraw to the
same extent and were more able to look elsewhere for new relationships. Zick Rubin
reports similar findings.1¢ The women he studied more frequently broke up relation-
ships, and the men, whether or not they initiated the break-up, were more depressed
and lonely afterward. Jessie Bernard, discussing older people, reports that the fre-
quency of psychological distress, death, and suicide is much higher among recently
widowed men than women, and indicates that the same difference can be found in a
comparison of divorced men and women.!7

These studies imply that women have other resources and a certain distance from
their relationships to men. My account stresses that women have a richer, ongoing
inner world to fall back on, and that the men in their lives do not represent the inten-
sity and exclusivity that women represent to men. Externally, they also retain and
develop more relationships. It seems that, developmentally, men do not become as
emotionally important to women as women do to men.

Because women care for children, then, heterosexual symbiosis has a different
“meaning” for men and women. Freud originally noted that “a man’s love and a
woman’s are a phase apart psychologically.”!® He and psychoanalytic thinkers after
him point to ways in which women and men, though usually looking for intimacy with
each other, do not fulfill each other’s needs because of the social organization of par-
enting. Differences in female and male oedipal experiences, all growing out of
women’s mothering, create this situation. Girls enter adulthood with a complex layer-
ing of affective ties and a rich, ongoing inner object world. Boys have a simpler oedi-
pal situation and more direct affective relationships, and this situation is repressed in
a way that the girl’s is not. The mother remains a primary internal object to the girl, so
that heterosexual relationships are on the model of a nonexclusive, second relationship
for her, whereas for the boy they recreate an exclusive, primary relationship.

As a result of being parented by a woman, both sexes look for a return to this emo-
tional and physical union. A man achieves this directly through the heterosexual bond,
which replicates the early mother-infant exclusivity. He is supported in this endeavor
by women, who, through their own development, have remained open to relational
needs, have retained an ongoing inner affective life, and have learned to deny the lim-
itations of masculine lovers for both psychological and practical reasons.
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Men both look for and fear exclusivity. Throughout their development, they have
tended to repress their affective relational needs, and to develop ties based more on
categorical and abstract role expectations, particularly with other males. They are
likely to participate in an intimate heterosexual relationship with the ambivalence cre-
ated by an intensity which one both wants and fears—demanding from women what
men are at the same time afraid of receiving.

As a result of being parented by a woman and growing up heterosexual, women
have different and more complex relational needs in which an exclusive relationship to
a man is not enough. As noted previously, this is because women situate themselves
psychologically as part of a relational triangle in which their father and men are emo-
tionally secondary or, at most, equal to their mother and women. In addition, the rela-
tion to the man itself has difficulties. Idealization, growing out of a girl’s relation to
her father, involves denial of real feelings and to a certain extent an unreal relationship
to men. The contradictions in women’s heterosexual relationships, though, are due as
much to men’s problems with intimacy as to outcomes of early childhood relation-
ships. Men grow up rejecting their own needs for love, and therefore find it difficult
and threatening to meet women’s emotional needs. As a result, they collude in main-
taining distance from women.

THE CYCLE COMPLETED: MOTHERS AND CHILDREN

Families create children gendered, heterosexual, and ready to marry. But families
organized around women’s mothering and male dominance create incompatibilities in
women’s and men’s relational needs. In particular, relationships to men are unlikely to
provide for women satisfaction of the relational needs that their mothering by women
and the social organization of gender have produced. The less men participate in the
domestic sphere, and especially in parenting, the more this will be the case.

Women try to fulfill their need to be loved, try to complete the relational triangle,
and try to reexperience the sense of dual unity they had with their mother, which the
heterosexual relationship tends to fulfill for men. This situation daily reinforces what
women first experienced developmentally and intrapsychically in relation to men.
While they are likely to become and remain erotically heterosexual, they are encour-
aged both by men’s difficulties with love and by their own relational history with their
mothers to look elsewhere for love and emotional gratification.

One way that women fulfill these needs is through the creation and maintenance of
important personal relations with other women. Cross-culturally, segregation by
gender is the rule: Women tend to have closer personal ties with each other than men
have, and to spend more time in the company of women than they do with men. In our
society, there is some sociological evidence that women’s friendships are affectively
richer than men’s.!? In other societies, and in most subcultures of our own, women
remain involved with female relatives in adulthood.?? Deutsch suggests further that
adult female relationships sometimes express a woman’s psychological participation in
the relational triangle. Some women, she suggests, always need a woman rival in their
relationship to a man; others need a best friend with whom they share all confidences
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about their heterosexual relationships. These relationships are one way of resolving
and recreating the mother-daughter bond and are an expression of women’s general
relational capacities and definition of self in relationship.

However, deep affective relationships to women are hard to come by on a routine,
daily, ongoing basis for many women. Lesbian relationships do tend to recreate
mother-daughter emotions and connections,?! but most women are heterosexual. This
heterosexual preference and taboos against homosexuality, in addition to objective
economic dependence on men, make the option of primary sexual bonds with other
women unlikely—though more prevalent in recent years. In an earlier period, women
tended to remain physically close to their own mother and sisters after marriage, and
could find relationships with other women in their daily work and community. The
development of industrial capitalism, however—and the increasingly physically iso-
lated nuclear family it has produced—has made these primary relationships more rare
and has turned women (and men) increasingly and exclusively to conjugal family rela-
tionships for emotional support and love.22

There is a second alternative, made all the more significant by the elimination of
the first, which also builds both upon the nature of women’s self-definition in a het-
erosexual relationship and upon the primary mother-child bond. As Deutsch makes
clear, women’s psyche consists in a layering of relational constellations. The preoedi-
pal mother-child relation and the oedipal triangle have lasted until late in a woman’s
childhood, in fact throughout her development. To the extent that relations with a
man gain significance for a woman, this experience is incomplete. Given the triangu-
lar situation and emotional asymmetry of her own parenting, a woman’s relation to a
man requires on the level of psychic structure a third person, since it was originally
established in a triangle. A man’s relation to women does not. His relation to his
mother was originally established first as an identity, then as a dual unity, then as a
two-person relationship, before his father ever entered the picture.

On the level of psychic structure, then, a child completes the relational triangle for
a woman. Having a child, and experiencing her relation to a man in this context,
enables her to reimpose intrapsychic relational structure on the social world, while at
the same time resolving the generational component of her oedipus complex as she
takes a new place in the triangle—a maternal place in relation to her own child.

The mother-child relationship also recreates an even more basic relational constel-
lation. The exclusive symbiotic mother-child relationship of a mother’s own infancy
reappears, a relationship which all people who have been mothered want basically to
recreate. This contrasts to the situation of a man. A man often wants a child through
his role-based, positional identification with his father, or his primary or personal
identification with his mother. Similarly, a woman has been involved in relational
identification processes with her mother, which include identifying with a mother who
has come to stand to both sexes as someone with unique capacities for mothering. Yet
on a less conscious, object-relational level, having a child recreates the desired
mother-child exclusivity for a woman and interrupts it for a man, just as the man’s
father intruded into his relation to his mother. Accordingly, as Benedek, Zilboorg, and
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Bakan suggest, men often feel extremely jealous toward children.’ These differences
hold also on the level of sexual and biological fantasy and symbolism. A woman, as I
have suggested, cannot return to the mother in coitus as directly as can a man. Sym-
bolically her identification with the man can help. However, a much more straight-
forward symbolic return occurs through her identification with the child who is in her
womb: “Ferenczi’s ‘maternal regression’ is realized for the woman in equating coitus
with the situation of sucking. The last act of this regression (return into the uterus)
which the man accomplishes by the act of introjection in coitus, is realized by the
woman in pregnancy in the complete identification between mother and child.”?3

For all these reasons, it seems psychologically logical to a woman to turn her mar-
riage into a family, and to be more involved with these children (this child) than her
husband. By doing so, she recreates for herself the exclusive intense primary unit
which a heterosexual relationship tends to recreate for men. She recreates also her
internalized asymmetrical relational triangle. These relational issues and needs pre-
date and underlie her identifications, and come out of normal family structure regard-
less of explicit role training. Usually, however, this training intensifies their effects.
In mothering, a woman acts also on her personal identification with a mother who
parents and her own training for women’s role.

This account indicates a larger structural issue regarding the way in which a
woman’s relation to her children recreates the psychic situation of the relationship to
her mother. This relationship is recreated on two levels: most deeply and uncon-
sciously, that of the primary mother-infant tie; and upon this, the relationship of the
bisexual triangle. Because the primary mother-infant unit is exclusive, and because
oscillation in the bisexual triangle includes a constant pull back to the mother attach-
ment, there may be a psychological contradiction for a woman between interest in and
commitment to children and that to men. Insofar as a woman experiences her rela-
tionship to her child on the level of intrapsychic structure as exclusive, her relationship
to a man may therefore be superfluous.

Freud points tentatively to this (to him, unwelcome) situation, in contrasting men’s
and women’s object-love. In his essay “On Narcissism,” he claims that “complete object-
love of the attachment type is, properly speaking, characteristic of the male.”?* Women,
by contrast, tend to love narcissistically—on one level, to want to be loved or to be largely
self-sufficient; on another, to love someone as an extension of their self rather than a dif-
ferentiated object. He implies here that the necessary mode of relating to infants is the
normal way women love. Yet he also claims that women do attain true object love, but
only in relation to their children—who are both part of them and separate. Freud’s stance
here seems to be that of the excluded man viewing women’s potential psychological self-
sufficiency vis-a-vis men. This situation may be the basis of the early psychoanalytic
claim that women are more narcissistic than men, since clinically it is clear that men have
just as many and as serious problems of fundamental object-relatedness as do women.2’

Clinical accounts reveal this contradiction between male-female and mother-child
love. Fliess and Deutsch point to the extreme case where children are an exclusively

* This is not to deny the conflicts and resentments which women may feel about their children.



The Psychodynamics of the Family 191

mother-daughter affair.26 Some women fantasize giving their mother a baby, or even
having one from her. These are often teenage girls with extreme problems of attach-
ment and separation in relation to their mothers, whose fathers were more or less
irrelevant in the home. Often a girl expresses this fantasy through either not knowing
who the father of her baby is, or knowing and not caring. Her main object is to take
her baby home to her mother.

Deutsch points out that in women’s fantasies and dreams, sexuahty and eroticism are
often opposed to motherhood and reproduction.?’ She reports clinical and literary
cases of women who choose either sexuality or motherhood exclusively, mothers for
whom sexual satisfactions become insignificant, women with parthenogenic fantasies.
Benedek and Winnicott observe that the experience of pregnancy, and the anticipation
of motherhood, often entail a withdrawal of a woman’s interest from other primary
commitments to her own body and developing child. As Benedek puts it, “The
woman’s interest shifts from extraverted activities to her body and its welfare.
Expressed in psychodynamic terms: the libido is withdrawn from external, heterosex-
ual objects, becomes concentrated upon the self.”?8

This libidinal shift may continue after birth. Psychological and libidinal gratifica-
tions from the nursing relationship may substitute for psychological and libidinal grat-
ifications formerly found in heterosexual involvements.2? The clinical findings and
theoretical claims of Bakan, Benedek, and Zilboorg concerning men’s jealousy of
their children confirm this as a possibility. -

On the level of the relational triangle also, there can be a contradiction between
women’s interest in children and in men. This is evident in Freud’s suggestion that
women oscillate psychologically between a preoedipal and oedipal stance (he says
between periods of “masculinity” and “femininity”) and that women’s and men’s love
is a phase apart psychologically (that a woman is more likely to love her son than her
husband). Deutsch points out that a man may or may not be psychologically necessary
or desirable to the mother-child exclusivity. When she is oriented to the man, a
woman'’s fantasy of having children is “I want a child by him, with bim”; when men are
emotionally in the background, it is “I want a ch#ld.”30

Women come to want and need primary relationships to children. These wants and
needs result from wanting intense primary relationships, which men tend not to pro-
vide both because of their place in women’s oedipal constellation and because of their
difficulties with intimacy. Women’s desires for intense primary relationships tend not
to be with other women, both because of internal and external taboos on homosexu-
ality, and because of women’s isolation from their primary female kin (especially
mothers) and other women.

As they develop these wants and needs, women also develop the capacities for part-
icipating in parent-child relationships. They develop capacities for mothering. Because
of the structural situation of parenting, women remain in a primary, preoedipal rela-
tionship with their mother longer than men. They do not feel the need to repress or cut
off the capacity for experiencing the primary identification and primary love which are
the basis of parental empathy. Also, their development and oedipal resolution do not
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require the ego defense against either regression or relation which characterizes mas-
culine development. Women also tend to remain bound up in preoedipal issues in rela-
tion to their own mother, so that they in fact have some unconscious investment in
reactivating them. When they have a child, they are more liable than a man to do so, In
each critical period of their child’s development, the parent’s own development conflicts
and experiences of that period affect their attitudes and behavior.’}! The preoedipal
relational stance, latent in women’s normal relationship to the world and experience of
self, is activated in their coming to care for an infant, encouraging their empathic iden-
tification with this infant which is the basis of maternal care.

Mothering, moreover, involves a double identification for women, both as mother
and as child. The whole preoedipal relationship has been internalized and perpetuated
in a more ongoing way for women than for men. Women take both parts in it. Women
have capacities for primary identification with their child through regression to pri-
mary love and empathy. Through their mother identification, they have ego capacities
and the sense of responsibility which go into caring for children. In addition, women
have an investment in mothering in order to make reparation to their own mother (or
to get back at her). Throughout their development, moreover, women have been
building layers of identification with their mothers upon the primary internalized
mother-child relationship.3?

Women develop capacities for mothering from their object-relational stance. This
stance grows out of the special nature and length of their preoedipal relationship to
their mother; the nonabsolute repression of oedipal relationships; and their general
ongoing mother-daughter preoccupation as they are growing up. It also develops
because they have not formed the same defenses against relationships as men. Related
to this, they develop wants and needs to be mothers from their oedipal experience and
the contradictions in heterosexual love that result.

‘The wants and needs which lead women to become mothers put them in situations
where their mothering capacities can be expressed. At the same time, women remain in
conflict with their internal mother and often their real mother as well. The preoccu-
pation with issues of separation and primary identification, the ability to recall their
early relationship to their mother—precisely those capacities which enable mother-
ing—are also those which may lead to over-identification and pseudoempathy based on
maternal projection rather than any real perception or understanding of their infant’s
needs.?? Similarly, the need for primary relationships becomes more prominent and
weighted as relationships to other women become less possible and as father/husband
absence grows. Though women come to mother, and to be mothers, the very capaci-
ties and commitments for mothering can be in contradiction one with the other and
within themselves. Capacities which enable mothering are also precisely those which
can make mothering problematic.

GENDER PERSONALITY AND THE REPRODUCTION OF MOTHERING

In spite of the apparently close tie between women’s capacities for childbearing and
lactation on the one hand and their responsibilities for child care on the other, and in
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spite of the probable prehistoric convenience (and perhaps survival necessity) of a
sexual division of labor in which women mothered, biology and instinct do not provide
adequate explanations for how women come to mother. Women’s mothering as a fea-
ture of social structure requires an explanation in terms of social structure. Conven-
tional feminist and social psychological explanations for the genesis of gender
roles—girls and boys are “taught” appropriate behaviors and “learn” appropriate feel-
ings—are insufficient both empirically and methodologically to account for how
women become mothers.

Methodologically, socialization theories rely inappropriately on individual inten-
tion. Ongoing social structures include the means for their own reproduction—in the
regularized repetition of social processes, in the perpetuation of conditions which
require members’ participation, in the genesis of legitimating ideologies and institu-
tions, and in the psychological as well as physical reproduction of people to perform
necessary roles. Accounts of socialization help to explain the perpetuation of ideolo-
gies about gender roles. However, notions of appropriate behavior, like coercion,
cannot in themselves produce parenting. Psychological capacities and a particular
object-relational stance are central and definitional to parenting in a way that they are
not to many other roles and activities.

Women’s mothering includes the capacities for its own reproduction. This repro-
duction consists in the production of women with, and men without, the particular
psychological capacities and stance which go into primary parenting. Psychoanalytic
theory provides us with a theory of social reproduction that explains major features of
personality development and the development of psychic structure, and the differen-
tial development of gender personality in particular. Psychoanalysts argue that per-
sonality both results from and consists in the ways a child appropriates, internalizes,
and organizes early experiences in their family—from the fantasies they have, the
defenses they use, the ways they channel and redirect drives in this object-relational
context. A person subsequently imposes this intrapsychic structure, and the fantasies,
defenses, and relational modes and preoccupations which go with it, onto external
social situations. This reexternalization (or mutual reexternalization) is a major con-
stituting feature of social and interpersonal situations themselves.

Psychoanalysis, however, has not had an adequate theory of the reproduction of
mothering. Because of the teleological assumption that anatomy is destiny, and that
women’s destiny includes primary parenting, the ontogenesis of women’s mothering
has been largely ignored, even while the genesis of a wide variety of related distur-
bances and problems has been accorded widespread clinical attention. Most psycho-
analysts agree that the basis for parenting is laid for both genders in the early
relationship to a primary caretaker. Beyond that, in order to explain why women
mother, they tend to rely on vague notions of a girl’s subsequent identification with her
mother, which makes her and not her brother a primary parent, or on an unspecified
and uninvestigated innate femaleness in girls, or on logical leaps from lactation or
early vaginal sensations to caretaking abilities and commitments.

The psychoanalytic account of male and female development, when reinterpreted,
gives us a developmental theory of the reproduction of women’s mothering. Women’s
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mothering reproduces itself through differing object-relational experiences and dif-
fering psychic outcomes in women and men. As a result of having been parented by a
woman, women are more likely than men to seek to be mothers, that is, to relocate
themselves in a primary mother-child relationship, to get gratification from the moth-
ering relationship, and to have psychological and relational capacities for mothering.

The early relation to a primary caretaker provides in children of both genders both
the basic capacity to participate in a relationship with the features of the early parent-
child one, and the desire to create this intimacy. However, because women mother,
the early experience and preoedipal relationship differ for boys and girls. Girls retain
more concern with early childhood issues in relation to their mother, and a sense of
self involved with these issues. Their attachments therefore retain more preoedipal
aspects. The greater length and different nature of their preoedipal experience, and
their continuing preoccupation with the issues of this period, mean that women’s
sense of self is continuous with others and that they retain capacities for primary
identification, both of which enable them to experience the empathy and lack of real-
ity sense needed by a cared-for infant. In men, these qualities have been curtailed,
both because they are early treated as an opposite by their mother and because their
later attachment to her must be repressed. The relational basis for mothering is thus
extended in women, and inhibited in men, who experience themselves as more separate
and distinct from others.

The different structure of the feminine and masculine oedipal triangle and process
of oedipal experience that results from women’s mothering contributes further to
gender personality differentiation and the reproduction of women’s mothering. As a
result of this experience, women’s inner object world, and the affects and issues asso-
ciated with it, are more actively sustained and more complex than men’. This means
that women define and experience themselves relationally. Their heterosexual orien-
tation is always in internal dialogue with both oedipal and preoedipal mother-child
relational issues. Thus, women’s heterosexuality is triangular and requires a third
person—a child—for its structural and emotional completion. For men, by contrast,
the heterosexual relationship alone recreates the early bond to their mother; a child
interrupts it. Men, moreover, do not define themselves in relationship and have come
to suppress relational capacities and repress relational needs. This prepares them to
participate in the affect-denying world of alienated work, but not to fulfill women’s
needs for intimacy and primary relationships.

The oedipus complex, as it emerges from the asymmetrical organization of parent-
ing, secures a psychological taboo on parent-child incest and pushes boys and girls in
the direction of extrafamilial heterosexual relationships. This is one step toward the
reproduction of parenting. The creation and maintenance of the incest taboo and of
heterosexuality in girls and boys are different, however. For boys, superego formation
and identification with their father, rewarded by the superiority of masculinity, main-
tain the taboo on incest with their mother, whilé heterosexual orientation continues
from their earliest love relation with her. For girls, creating them as heterosexual in the
first place maintains the taboo. However, women’s heterosexuality is not so exclusive
as men’s. This makes it easier for them to accept or seek a male substitute for their
fathers. At the same time, in a male-dominant society, women’s exclusive emotional
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heterosexuality is not so necessary, nor is her repression of love for her father. Men are
more likely to initiate relationships, and women’s economic. dependence on men
pushes them anyway into heterosexual marriage.

Male dominance in heterosexual couples and marriage solves the problem of
women’s lack of heterosexual commitment and lack of satisfaction by making women
more reactive in the sexual bonding process. At the same time, contradictions in het-
erosexuality help to perpetuate families and parenting by ensuring that women will
seek relations to children and will not find heterosexual relationships alone satisfactory.
Thus, men’s lack of emotional availability and women’s less exclusive heterosexual
commitment help ensure women’s mothering.

Women’s mothering, then, produces psychological self-definition and capacities
appropriate to mothering in women, and curtails and inhibits these capacities and this
self-definition in men. The early experience of being cared for by a woman produces
a fundamental structure of expectations in women and men concerning mothers’ lack
of separate interests from their infants and total concern for their infants’ welfare.
Daughters grow up identifying with these mothers, about whom they have such
expectations. This set of expectations is generalized to the assumption that women
naturally take care of children of all ages and the belief that women’s “maternal”
qualities can and should be extended to the nonmothering work that they do. All these
results of women’s mothering have ensured that women will mother infants and will
take continuing responsibility for children.

The reproduction of women’s mothering is the basis for the reproduction of
women’s location and responsibilities in the domestic sphere. This mothering, and its
generalization to women’s structural location in the domestic sphere, links the con-
temporary social organization of gender and social organization of production and
contributes to the reproduction of each. That women mother as a fundamental orga-
nizational feature of the sex-gender system: It is basic to the sexual division of labor
and generates a psychology and ideology of male dominance as well as an ideology
about women’s capacities and nature. Women, as wives and mothers, contribute as
well to the daily and generational reproduction, both physical and psychological, of
male workers and thus to the reproduction of capitalist production. '

Women’s mothering also reproduces the family as it is constituted in male-dominant
society. The sexual and familial division of labor in which women mother creates a
sexual division of psychic organization and orientation. It produces socially gendered
women and men who enter into asymmetrical heterosexual relationships; it produces
men who react to, fear, and act superior to women, and who put most of their energies
into the nonfamilial work world and do not parent. Finally, it produces women who
turn their energies toward nurturing and caring for children—in turn reproducing the
sexual and familial division of labor in which women mother.

Social reproduction is thus asymmetrical. Women in their domestic role reproduce
men and children physically, psychologically, and emotionally. Women in their
domestic role as houseworkers reconstitute themselves physically on a daily basis and
reproduce themselves as mothers, emotionally and psychologically, in the next gener-
ation. They thus contribute to the perpetuation of their own social roles and position
in the hierarchy of gender.
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Institutionalized features of family structure and the social relations of repro-
duction reproduce themselves. A psychoanalytic investigation shows that women’s
mothering capacities and commitments, and the general psychological capacities and
wants which are the basis of women’s emotion work, are built developmentally into
feminine personality. Because women are themselves mothered by women, they grow
up with the relational capacities and needs, and psychological definition of self-in-
relationship, which commits them to mothering. Men, because they are mothered by
women, do not. Women mother daughters who, when they become women, mother.
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