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Early Psychological
Development

I once said: “There is no such thing as an mfant,” meaning, of course, that
whenever one finds an imfant one finds maternal care, and without maternal
care there would be no mfant

D. W. WINNICOTT,
“The Theory of the Parent Infant Relationship™

The reproduction of mothering begins from the earliest mother-
infant relationship in the earliest period of infantile development.
This early relationship is basic in three ways. Most important, the
basic psychological stance for parenting is founded during this pe-
riod. Second, people come out of it with the memory of a unique
intimacy which they want to recreate. Finally, people’s experience of
their early relauonship to therr mother provides a foundation for ex-
pectations of women as mothers.

Psychoanalysts have long stressed the importance of the infant’s
early relationship to its caretaker or caretakers. They argue that the
infant's mental as well as physical survival depends on this social en-
vironment and relationship. In Western industrial society, biological
or adoptive mothers have tended 10 have nearly exclusive care for
infants.* In Western society, also, households have tended to be nu-
clear, in that there is usuailly only one married couple with children
in any household (and thus only one mother with young children),
even though in large numbers of households until recently there were
also grown children and nonfamily members like boarders, lodgers,
and servants.! Caretaking typically has been synonymous with single

*In sume classes during an earlier period, mothers may have shared or turned over
this care to a nurse, in others, they may have been aided by a female relative Recemtly,
with the increase of labor force participation of mothers with very young children, they
are probably aided dusing some hours by individual or group day-care atrangements
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mothering. The earliest relationship has been a relationship to a
mother, and the mother-infant bond has been intense and relatively
exclusive. Early development, then, consists in the building of a social
and emotional relationship between mother and infant, both in the
world and within the infantile psyche.

TOTAL DEPENDENCE AND THE
NARCISSISTIC RELATION TO REALITY

A human newborn is not guided by instinct, nor does it yet have any
of those adaptive ego capacities which enable older humans to act
instrumentally.* The infant, “separated from the maternal body 100
early,” is totally dependent on parental care until it can develop
adaptive capacities. Parenting during this period must therefore in-
clude acting, in Margaret Mahler's term, as an infant's “external
ego,™ serving to both mediate and provide its total environment.

The maturation of adaptive ego capacities that can take over from
the parent, however, requires the development of an integrated ego,
which controls and organizes these functions and behavior.** This
maturation, although following innate biological potentialities, re-
quires a particular kind of parental care from the time of the infant’s
birth, and varies according to the extent to which this care is consis-
tent and free from arbitrariness. Anna Freud suggests that analysts
have often attributed inadequate ego capacities to constitutional fail-
ing, when these are in fact the result of this early care: “At this early
time of life the actions of the mother and her libidinal cathexis and
involvement with the child exert a selective growth of some, and hold
back, or fail to stimulate and libidinize, the growth of other poten-
tialities. This determines certain basic trends in the child concerning
his motility, the earliness or lateness of his verbalization, etc."s

The quality of care also conditions the growth of the se!f and the
infant’s basic emotional self-image (sense of goodness or badness, all-
rightness or wrongness). The absence of overwhelming anxiety and

*In what follows, my account assumes proper biologreal maturation. We are phys-
iological creatures, and the development of any psychological stance, any capacity for
intention, interpretation of meaning, communication—that is, any nonreflex behavior

requires the maturation of the physiological capacity which enables it.

*+My usage here follows Sylvia Brody and Sidney Axelrad. They say, * Ego ap-
paratuses’ seems 1o us an unwieldy term because it suggests. . . that the ego is composed
of a group of functions or that the functions are part of an ego equipment, whereas
it is more precise and economical 1o say that the ego controls the functions. It also
apgears to us simpler to think of organic structures that allow for the maturation of
behavior, and ego finctions that serve to organize small units of behavior. . . . The term
apparatus often dulls necessary distinctions between what is organic, whai is behavioral,
and what is functional.”*
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the presence of continuity—of holding, feeding, and a relatively con-
sistent pattern of interaction—enable the infant to develop what Be-
nedek calls “confidence™® and Erik Erikson “basic trust,”” constitut-
ing, reflexively, a core beginning of self or identity.

The infant's development is totally dependent on parental care,
on the fit between its needs and wants and the care its caretaker pro-
vides. Fundamental aspects of the person's sense of self develop
through this earliest relationship. Michael Balint claims that his or
her earliest experience produces a basic stance in the individual
“whose influence extends widely, probably over the whole psycho-
biological structure of the individual, involving in varying degrees
both his mind and his body.”® When there is some major discrepancy
in the early phases between needs and (material and psychological)
care.* including attention and affection, the person develops a "basic
fault,” an all-pervasive sense, sustained by enormous anxiety, t!lal
something is not right, is lacking in her or him. This sense, which
may be covered over by later development and defenses, informs the
person’s fundamental nature and may be partly irreversible. The area
of the basic fault is not conscious or easily talked about {and hence
analyzed), because it originates in a preverbal period before the infant
is self-consciousty social. ’

Dependence, then, is central to infancy and central to the coming
into being of the person. Fairbairn calls the early period “infantile
dependence,” and describes most infantile psychological activity as a
reaction to this feeling of helplessness. As long as the infant cannot
get 2long without its mother—because she acts as external ego, pro-
vides holding and nourishment, and is in fact not experienced by the
infant as a separate person at all—it will employ techniques which
attempt to prevent or deny its mother's departure or separateness.
Orality and the oral attude of incorporation (the fantasy of taking
in the mother or her breast) as a primary infantile mode, for instance,
is not an inevitable extrapolation from nursing. It is one defensive
technique for retaining primary identification (a sense of oneness)
when this is being eroded—when the mother is beginning to be ex-
perienced as a separate person. Or, for instance, the infant's inter-
nalization of aspects of its relationship to its mother which are ex-
perienced as bad often results in splitting off and repression of that

*1 will use cure and caretaker to refer 10 the whole primary relationship, and speaily
when 1 mean it w reler to the taking care of body needs. A primary relutionship does
not necessarily develop with anyone who sees to these needs, as we will see. Since | am
trying to disunguish between quality of care and interaction and who provides ut, | do
not want always 10 use “mothering " Other terms which analysts use attachment fig-
ure, mothering fligure  seem 100 specilic. What I mean is relating-one, or imeracting
one
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part of the ego involved in this bad relationship. This internalization
avoids reacting to these bad aspects in the outside world and possibly
driving the infant's mother away. Separateness during this early pe-
riod threatens not only anxiety at possible loss, but the infant's very
sense of existence.

The development away from “absolute dependence” (the infant's
original state) through relationship to its caretakers is, according to
Winnicott, the same thing as the “coming into being” of the infant as
a self.? The “ego support which maternal care provides: protects
the infant and gives the illusion that the infantile ego is stable and
powerful when in fact it is weak. This protection of the infant is nec-
essary for the development of a “true self” or “central self.” Threats
to the development of a self are a “major anxiety” of the early period
(in fact, the “very nature of psychotic anxiety™).! An infant who ex-
periences this anxiety develops instead a “false self” based on reac-
tions to intrusion.

The distinction between a “true” and “false” self here, although
one of degree, is important. Winnicott's “true self” is the ability to
experience oneself as an effective emotional and interpersonal agent.
By contrast, a person who develops a “false self develops reactively:
“A false self emerges on the pattern of conformity or adapuation to,
or else rebellion against, the unsatisfactory environment. Its aim is
survival in minimum discomfort, not full vigorous spontancous cre
ative selfhood. The result is either tame goodness or criminality,""*!*

Physiology and psyche are thus indistinguishable in the newborn.
The very continued existence and development of both depends on
parental care. Winnicott’s and Fairbarn’s perceptions are supported
by studies of institutionalized children provided with the apparent
physical requirements for growth but not provided with emotional
relationships.'® These children may grow up without ego capacities
sufficient to establish relationships, may not develop basic motor and
verbal skills, may be psychotic, and, in extreme cases, die.

The care that is provided in any society is not randomly assigned
or performed. When individual women—mothers provide parent-
ing, total dependence is on the mother. It is aspects of the relationship

*R. D. Laing has worked extensively with this distinction wn his early studies, as has
Sullivan in his work on the self-system.'* As many critics of ego psychology have
puinted out, Harumann, in extolling the adaptive ego,'* and Arna Freud, Edith Ja-
cobson, and others, in claiming that defenses are the basis of ego formation,'® verge
on making a necessary virtue out of what object-relations thearists (Laing, Guntrip,
Fairbairn, Winmcott) and nonpsychoanalytic critics of the contemporary family con-
sider a product of specific modes of child care and family organization,
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10 her that are internalized defensively; it is her care that must be con-
sistent and reliable; it is her absence that produces anxiety. The in-
fant’s earliest experience and development is in the context of, and
proceeds out of, an interpersonal relationship to its mother. .

This relationship, however, is not symmetrical. Mother and child
participate in it in radically different ways, though they may be
equally involved. At birth, the infant is not only totally dependent but
does not differentiate itself cognitively from its environment. It does
not differentiate between subject/self and object/other. This means
that it does not differentiate the gratifications of its needs and wants.
The infant experiences itself as merged or continuous with the world
generally, and with its mother or caretakers in particular, Its dema.nds
and expectations (not expressed as conscious wants but unconscious
and preverbal) flow from this feeling of merging_. Ar{alysls call this
aspect of the earliest period of life primary idenu_ﬁcatnon. aptly em-
phasizing the infant’s object cathexis of someone it does not yet le—
ferentiate from its self. Freud claims that primary identification is
“not in the first instance the consequence or outcome of an object
cathexis; it is a direct and immediate identification and takes place
earlier than any object cathexis.”*’ S .

In this period the infant is cognitively narcissistic; its experience
of self is an experience of everything else in its world: "Whal_ is ‘not-
I is libidinally and cognitively perceived as part of ‘1.’ " Ongmal'ly.
the infant's lack of reality principle—its narcissistic relation to reality
—is total. Mahler emphasizes this totality, and calls the first few Yveeks
of life the period of “normal autism,”* “a stage of absolule primary
narcissism, which is marked by the infant’s lack of awareness of a
mothering agent.”®! From this state of undi!‘fcremiauon—be.tween
the “I" and the “not-1,” and between inside and outside—the infant
first begins to differentiate the quality of experience ("plFasurable
and good” from “painful and bad”). From this devFlops a “dim aware-
ness” of the object helping to produce this experience. '

After this, the infant reaches a “symbiotic” stage of “mother-child
dual unity,” a stage reaching its height during the fourth or fifth
month, and lasting approximately through the infant’s first year.

*Psychoanalysts first studied the earliest period of development through adult psy-
chotics through the “narcissistic neuroses”  and their language concerming this pe-
riod often retains the imprint of these origins Mahler has developed her account of
normal development from her work with psychouc children. Her use of the label autism
derives from her observation of “a most striking inability, on the part of the psychotic
child, even to see the human object 1n the outside world, let alone to interact with him
as with a separate human entity "1* She speaks of the normal infant’s “state of primiuve
halluanatory disorientation ™*°
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During this stage, the infant oscillates between perceptions of its
mother as separate and as not separate. For the most part, in spite
of cognitive perception of separateness, it experiences itself as within
a common boundary and fused, physically and psychologically, with
its mother. Accordingly, it does not experience gratifications and pro-
tections as coming from her.

Thus the infant’s cognitive narcissistic relation to objects has con-
ventionally “narcissistic" consequences. Mahler, following Freud, who
pointed to the baby’s seeming self-sufficiency and lack of attention to
the world by referring to “ ‘His majesty the baby,” "2* refers to “in-
fantile omnipotence.” This omnipotence, she suggests, stems from
the sense of the mother's continual presence and hence power in re-
lation to the world for the child. The mother functions, and is ex-
perienced, as the child's “external ego.” The child maintains this sense
of omnipotence by projecting any unpleasurable sensation or percep-
tion, of whatever origin, beyond the boundary of its symbiotic unity
with its mother. The child behaves as if it were still 2 unit with jts
mother; it does not yet knowingly initiate protection, care, or contacl.

Alice Balint describes this situation in more forceful terms. The
infant's behavior, she says, is functionally egoistic, in that it ignores
the interests of the mother: “We come nearest to it with the concep-
tion of egoism. It is in fact an archaic, egoistic way of loving, originally
directed exclusively to the mother; its main characteristic is the com-
plete lack of reality sense in regard to the interests [both libidinal and
ego-interests] of the love-object.”?* However, this behavior is not
egoistic in our adult sense—conscious ignoring of its mother’s inter-
ests. It is, rather, “naive egoism,” an unintended consequence of the
infant’s lack of reality sense and perception of its mother as separate,

Thus the early period of total dependence is dual.®* The infant
is totally dependent. When separateness is not a threat, and the
mother is feeling totally dependable, totat dependence transforms it-
self into an unproblematic feeling on the part of the infan1 that this
is of course how things should be. Yet the infant is not aware of the
other as separate, so experiences dependence only when such sepa-
ration comes to its attention, through frustration, for instarnce, or the
mother’s departure. At this point, it is not only hel plessness and object
loss which threaten, but also loss of (incipient) self—disintegration.

PRIMARY LOVE

The infant can be emotionally related to an object, even as its self and
object representations are merged. Cognitive narcissism does not en.
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tail the infant’s loving only itself. Several theorists, best r_epresentcd
by Michael and Alice Balint and John Bowlby, have pon'nted to an
emotional cathexis highly charged by its embeddcslne.ss in total de-
pendence and in the infant’s experience of fusion with its mother and
unreflective expectation of everything frqm her, They argue for a
primary and fundamental sociality in the mfam."“ Tht_:y imply, fur-
ther, that the infant experiences this primary sociality in our society
in relation to its mother. Their theory, like those _of other object-
relations theorists, has been developed in opposition to an alter-
nate psychoanalytic position derived from Freud and followed by
ego psychologists. This Freudian position hypothesizes primary nar-
cissism and primary autoerotism on the part of the |9fant.'and it
holds that the earliest object-relation derives from the infant's need
r food. ‘

° Freud asserts that the infant originally cathects both itfelf and its
caretaker: “The human being has originally two sexual objects: him-
self and the woman who tends him—and in doing so we are postu-
lating a primary narcissism in cvcryone."f‘ The most straightforward
reading of this claim is that the infant‘s-llb{dlr.na! cathexes are iharefi
among all important objects including its incipient self, that‘ a pri-
mary narcissism” is not the same thing as “total primary narcissism.
The libido directed toward itself would be the forerunner of later
necessary self-esteern and self-love.

However, Freud, in his other writings, and his ego psychplogy fol-
lowers have instead taken the position that the infant originally hfzs
no cathexis of its environment or of others, but concentrates all its
libido on its self (or on its predifferentiated psyche). The mf.am is
generally libidinally narcissistic; hence, the hyp(?thesis of primary
narcissism. (Freud and others occasionally speak instead of primary
autoerolism, since narcissism in the true sense —libido turned lowe?rd
the ego—is possible only after an ego has developed.) This Freud!an
position also holds that the infant seeks only the r?lease of tension
from physiologically based drives—operates gccordmg to the “plea-
sure principle.” The source of this gratification, whf..'th.er it is sell-
induced (burping, elimination) or from a caretaker, is u:releva.m to
the infant. Accordingly, the child is first drawn from its primary
libidinally narcissistic stage because of its need f9r fooq. Fre.ud sug-
gests that the infant’s ego (self-preservative) instincts direct it to the
source of nurturance—the mother’s breast—and then to the mother.
Thus, in this formulation (in the same essay where he spe_aks of two
original sexual objects), the original relation to the mother is for self-
preservation and a libidinal attachment develops out of this. The
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child comes to cathect the mother only because she nourishes and
cares for it.*

From this theory Freud derives the notion of an “anaclitic” or
“attachment”-type object-relationship—literally “leaning-on.”" In this
case, sexual instincts “lean on” (or depend on) self-preservative in-
stincts.*® The attachment here is not that of child to mother, but of
sexual instincts to ego instincts. More generally, people who choose
an “anaclitic object,” or love in an anaclitic manner, choose an object
modeled on the mother, more broadly as an opposite 10 the self.
Those who choose a “narcissistic” object, or who love narcissistically,
choose someone modeled on the self. Freud does not note the con-
tradiction here. He considers anaclitic love—loving someone like the
mother—as “complete object love,” but expects women to take men
for sexual objects.

Michael Balint and Alice Balint, in contrast to Freud and the ego
psychologists, have developed a theory of primary love which ex-
plains the early cathexis as the (still nonverbal) infant experiences it.**
According to them, the infant, even while not differentiating itself
from its environment or among the objects in its environment, brings
from its antenatal state a strong cathexis of this environment. This
generalized cathexis very quickly becomes focused on those primary
people, or that person, who have been particularly salient in provid-
ing gratification and a holding relationship. These people are the
objects of primary love, which is object-directed and libidinal, and
which exists in rudimentary form from birth.

The hypothesis of primary Jove holds that infants have a primary
need for human contact for itself. Attempts to fulfill this need play
a fundamental role in any person’'s development and eventual psychic
makeup. Balint and Fairbairn support this position from logical ar-
gument and clinical finding: All extreme narcissism can be explained
as a withdrawal from object relations; psychotics are defended against
object relationships and not returned to an earlier state; infants need
holding and contact from a person who is emotionally there, not sim-
ply food and cleaning; how and by whom a want is fulfilled is as im-
portant to all their patients as that it is fulfilled.

Alice and Michael Balint propose that primary love is observable
only in its breach. If satisfied, it brings forth a quiet sense of well-

*Freud's position, and that followed, according to Bowlby, by Anna Freud, Sphz,
and to some extent by Kliein, is what Bowlby usefully characterizes as a “secondary
drive theory” about the nature of the child's original tie to the mother: “In so far as
a baby becomes interested in and attached to a human figure, especially mother, this

is the result of the mother’s meeting the baby's physiological needs and the baby's learn-
ing in due course that she is the source of his graufication.’
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being and perfect tranquillity in the infant. If not satisfied, it calls
forth vehement demands—crying and a violent display of energy.
This form of love is totalistic and characterized by naive egoism. The
infant's ultimate aim is to “be loved and satisfied, without being under any
obligation to give anything in return."*3"

Michael Balint suggests that the character of primary love ac-
counts for both Freud’s conception that the infant is originally passive
and Klein's that it is driven primarily by innate aggressive drives.
Freud did not notice that the tranquillity he noted had a cause, that
it resulted from satisfied primary object love. Klein did not notice the
tranquillity itself, because such tranquillity is not noticeable in the way
that crying and screaming are.

Bowlby argues the same position from his research on the devel-
opment of attachment behavior in infants and from the evidence of
ethology. This evidence, he claims, supports the hypothesis that an-
imals show many responses which are from the first comparatively
independent of physiological requirements and which promote social
interaction between species members.** Bowlby argues for a “primary
object clinging” theory: “There is in infants an in-built propensity 10
be in touch with and to cling to a human being. In this sense there
is a ‘need’ for an object independent of food which is as primary as
the ‘need’ for food and warmth."*

I am persuaded by Bowlby's evidence and by Alice and Michael
Balint’s and Fairbairn's clinical arguments (and by my own informal
observations). Freud and many other psychoanalysts incorrectly based
their theory of psychological origin on a physiological foundation,
This error stemmed from not noticing that much touching and cling-
ing happens in the routine case during feeding, and from observing
that the social relations of feeding are important, and that orality and
the oral mode can become a focus of severe conflict and a symbol for
the whole experience of infancy.t

*Here, as in much of the theory of the primary relationship, the imputation of such
advanced causative and relational thinking to the newborn is not demonstrated. Balim
is trying to render in words a behavioral manifesiation and nonverbal (to use Fair-
bairn's term) “libidinal attitude™ in the infant.

**Harlow's famous finding that the infant monkeys prefer anificial mothers made
of warm soft terrycloth, but without 2 botile, to wire mothers with a boutle, is a good
example of this.”

tAs Jacobson puts it, "The memory traces lefi by any kind of libidinal stimulation
and gratification in the past are apt 10 clusier around this primitive, first, visual mother-
image. . . . The images of the orally graiified or deprived self will tend to absorb the
engrams of all kinds of physical and emotional stimuli, satisfactions or derivations ex-
perienced in any area of the whole self."*?
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Another psychoanalytic claim apparently at odds with Alice and
Michael Balint’s account derives from the traditional psychoanalytic
tendency to understand object-relations as deriving from specific li-
bidinal modes and zones. Benedek, Fairbairn, and to a certain extent
Freud and Klein stress the infant’s oral relationship to the mother
and her breast.* Benedek, for example, suggests that the early mother-
infant symbiosis is “oral” and “alimentary” (buc that it also concerns
more generalized issues of giving and succoring on the part of the
mother).?® Fairbairn claims that in addition to primary identification,
infantile dependence consists in an oral-incorporative libidinal atti-
tude.*® Following Klein he revises Freudian theory to suggest that all
neurotic patterns—formerly thought to derive {rom the stages of
development of the component instincts—are at bottom *techniques”
for dealing with conflicts in object-relations modeled on early oral
conflicts and deriving from the way that objects have been internal-
ized during the oral stage.

Fairbairn in this context does not free analytic theory from libid-
inal determinism. He simply offers the statement that between in-
fancy and a “mature” object-relationship (which includes a genital
and giving libidinal attitude), all object-relationships, both internal
and external, are primarily based on the oral incorporative, “taking”
mode (concerned with taking and giving, emptying and filling). In-
fantile dependence here is the same thing as oral dependence, al-
though it is not simply the need for food, but rather the need for
relationship to the orally providing mother which is at issue. Fair-
bairn’s grounding ir Kleinian theory here is apparent, and probably
accounts for his zonal emphasis, in spite of his denial of zonal
determinism.**

Alice and Michae] Balint argue that their observations of primary
love, and their analytic finding that all forms of narcissism have their
root in originally disturbed object-relations, replace the hypothesis of
primary narcissism and go beyond the subsumption of the primary
relationship under the need for food and oral contact:

The oral tendency to incorporate appeared as only one special form of
expression of this kind of love which could be present in a more or less clearly

*Bowlby characterizes the theories of Benedek and Fairbairn as “primary object
secking” theories? in that they hold that there is an inbuilt propensity to relate to the
human breast for its own sake and not only as a channel for milk, and that relationship
to the mother comes when the infant learns that the mother is related 10 (or comes
with) her breast.

**For Klein also, the carly period is defined in terms of the oral relation to the
mother’s breast and the handling of innate sadistic and aggressive impulses toward it.
Klein describes the primary psychological modes of relating also in oral terms—of
projection and introjection, of taking and giving, of greed.
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marked form. The conception of narcissism did not do justice to the fact that
this kind of love was always firmly directed towards an object; the concept
of passive object-love (the wish to be loved) was least satisfactory, especiatly
because of the essentially active quality of this kind of love.>*

It is possible to bring clinical and observational support 1o either
position in these debates. To my mind the support for the object-
relations position is stronger. However, each position reflects a fun-
damentally different conception of human nature—whether human
connection and sociality or human isolation and self-centeredness are
more in need of psychological and social explanation. Each affects
arguments about the basis for human selfishness and human coop-
eration. For our immediate purposes, these positions imply different
starting points from which to describe human development.

THE BEGINNINGS OF SELF AND THE
GROWTH OF OBJECT LOVE

Neither the primary narcissism position nor that of primary orality
is typically advanced in an extreme form, however. For Freud, pri-
mary narcissism gives way to some object relation in the normal
course of development. And for those who stress the primacy of or-
ality or the need for food, the relation to the mother eventually
broadens to include nonoral components and an emotional, nonphys-
iological component. All psychoanalysts agree with Alice Balint that,
finally, the infant's active libidinal and emotional “love for the mother”
comes to be uniquely important in its own right.

During the early months, the child comes gradually to perceive
the mother as separate and as “not-me.” This occurs both through
physiological maturation and through repeated experiences of the
mother’s departure. At the same time, it begins to distinguish aspects
of maternal care and interaction with its mother, and to be “able to
wait for and confidently expect satisfaction.”® This beginning per-
ception of its mother as separate, in conjunction with the infant’s
inner experience of continuity in the midst of changing instances and
events, forms the basis for its experience of a self.

Thus a person’s self, or identity, has a twofold origin and twofold
orientation, both of which derive from its early relational experiences.
One origin is an inner physical experience of body integrity and a
more internal “core of the self.” This core derives from the infant's
inner sensations and emotions, and remains the “central, the crystal-
lization point of the 'feeling of self,’ around which a ‘sense of identity’
will become established.”*® Its development is not inevitable, but de-



68 The Reproduction of Mothering

pends on the provision of a continuity of experience. As Winnicott
puts it, the “inherited potential which is experiencing a continuity of
being, and acquiring in its own way and at its own speed a personal
psychic reality and a personal body scheme”*® comes to constitute the
infant as a person.!

The second origin of the self is through demarcation from the
object world. Both ego boundaries (a sense of personal psychological
division from the rest of the world) and a bounded body ego (a sense
of the permanence of physical separateness and of the predictable
boundedness of the body) emerge through this process. The devel-
opment of the self is relational. Winnicott suggests that a good rela-
tionship between infant and caretaker allows the infant to develop a
sense of separate self —a self whose existence does not depend on the
presence of another—at the same time as it develops a sense of basic
relatedness. *?

Along with the growth of the self and of differentiation from the
mother goes the lessening of dependence. At first, the infant is ab-
solutely dependent and, because it does not experience itself as sep-
arate, has no way of knowing about maternal care and can do nothing
about it. It “is only in a position to gain profit or to suffer distur-
bance.”*? As absolute dependence lessens, the infant becomes aware
of its need for particular aspects of maternal care and relationship,
and can relate them to personal impulse. Gradually thereafter, the
infant no longer experiences this environment entirely as acting upon
it. It develops capacities that enable it 10 influence and not simply
react to the environment.

The mother is no longer interchangeable with any other provider
of care once absolute dependence is mitigated. The developing self
of the infant comes to cathect its particular mother, with all the in-
tensity and absoluteness of primary love and infantile dependence.
While it has attained perceptual and cognitive recognition of the sep-
arateness and permanence of objects, it does not yet have an emo-
tional certainty of the mother's permanent being, nor the emotional
certainty of being an individuated whole self.* Separation from her
during this period, then, brings anxiety that she wil!l not return, and
with it a fundamental threat to the infant’s still precarious sense of
self. Felt dependence increases as real dependence declines.

Unfortunately {from the point of view of the naively egoistic in-
fant) its mother has (and always has had) things to do and interests
which take her away from it. Even those analysts who argue that the
emotional-libidinal mutuality, or complementarity, in the mother-

*What Mahler calls "libidinal object constancy.”
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infant relationship derives from an instinctual bond between them,
recognize that there is an asymmetry in this mutuality. As Be.nedek
puts it, “The infant's need for the mother is absolute, while the
mother's for the infant is relative. Accordingly, the participation of
primary drives in the symbiotic state has different ‘meanings’ for
mother and child."**

Alice Balint discusses the implications for the child of the fact that
“maternal love is the almost perfect counterpart 1o love for the
mother."** According to her, the child experiences from early in life
an “instinctual rejection by the mother,” which disturbs its naive ego-
ism. This disturbance requires it to face the essential difference be-
tween love for the mother and mother-love: Its mother is unique and
irreplaceable, whereas it is replaceable—by another infant, by other
people, and by other activities.

The reality principle, then, intrudes on an emotional level as well
as on the cognitive level. The child comes to recognize that its moth‘er
is a separate being with separate interests and activities. The reality
principle is in the first instance this separateness: “It is at this point
that the rule of the reality sense starts in the emotional life of man."
The fact that the infant still needs maternal love is of course crucial.
One possible solution—turning the naive egoism to hatred in retal-
iation for the mother's “rejection”"—would simply preserve the same
(lack of reality-based) attachment and perpetuate the infant’s feeling
of vulnerability.*” This is the reaction that Fairbairn describes: The
infant does not simply reject early bad objects but internalizes them
in order 10 both hate and control them.*® They are internalized, Fair-
bairn says, because they seem indispensable, and then repressed
because they seem intolerable.

This change in its situation is not wholly to the infant’s disadvan-
tage. From the point of view of adult life, and from the point of view
of that side of the infant that wants independence, total merging and
dependence are not so desirable. Merging brings the threat of loss of
self or of being devoured as well as the benefit of omnipotence. Dis-
comfort and the loss of merging result both in the further develop-
ment of the infantile ego and in the growth of a differem kind of
object love.

As | have indicated, the infant achieves a differentiation of self
only insofar as its expectations of prirmary love are frustrated. If the
infant were not frustrated, it would not begin to perceive the other
as separate. Frustration and ambivalence generate anxiety. Freud
first argued that anxiety triggers the development of ego capacities
which can deal with and help to ward off anxiety.*® Thus, anxiety
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spurs the development of ego capacities as well as the creation of ego
boundaries.*

For my purposes, what is important is that much of this anxiety,
conflict, and ambivalence is not generated endogenously through
infantile development, but is an infantile reaction 10 disruptions and
discomforts in its relation with its mother. Once again, this primary
object-relation has fundamental consequences for infantile experi-
ence. For instance, as a defense against ambivalence toward its mother
and feelings of helplessness, the infant may split its perception of her
and internalize only the negative aspect of their relationship. Or, it
may internalize the whole relationship and split and repress only its
negative aspect.

Early defenses lead to psychic structure formation. Internalization
and repression of negatively experienced aspects of relationships
often lead 1o a splitting off of those aspects of the self that participate
in and are committed to these relationships. They are one major early
ploy which structures the ego and its object-relationships. They help
to demarcate that which will be experienced as external from that
which will be experienced as internal. They help to constitute and
organize the internal in ways which, once repressed, continue well
beyond the period in which they were experienced as necessary.®
Another defense emerging from frustration which structures the ego
is the development of tdentifications. The child moves from primary
identification to identification with aspects of its mother as a differ-
entiated person, as one who frustrates or (seemingly) aggresses. Or
it takes over controls previously exercised from without in order to
prevent such control.

An important element in the child’s introduction to “reality” is its
mother’s involvement with other people—with its father and possibly
with siblings.3® These people are especially important in the devel-
opment of a sense of self and in the child’s identifications. The sense
of boundary, for instance, develops not only in relation to the mother,
but also through comparison with others. Father and siblings-~or
other important people in the caretaker’s life who are perceived as
coming between caretaker and infant, but do not do primary care-
taking themselves—are in some ways more easily differentiated from

*Anna Freud and Brody and Axelrad have made this insight the basis for major
analyses of these processes.®® Bypassing Hartmann's analysis of the development of
autonomous ego functions, they argue that the ego as a control apparatus (Brody and
Axelrad) and as the seat of character defenses (Anna Freud) is entirely a product of
conflict and ambivalence, and of attempis to deal with anxiety. As Brody and Axelrad
put it, “The emergence of the affect of anxiety and the beginning of ego formation
take place in conjunction with one another, and . . . the two events flow out of a joint
process.”?!
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the self, because the infant’s first association with them involves envy
and a perception of self in opposition.

In a nuclear family, a father plays a central role in differentiation
for the child. Because he is so involved with the child’s mother, his
role in the child's later defensive identifications—identification with
his power or closeness to the child’s mother, for instance—is also cru-
cial. The ego develops partly as a system of defenses against such
early experiences.

The child uses its father not only in its differentiation of self. The
father also enables more firm differentiation of objects. The infant,
as it struggles out of primary identification, is less able to compare
itself and its mother, than to compare mother and father, or mother
and other important people she relates to. This comparison indicates
the mother’s boundedness and existence as a separate person. The
comparison also reveals the mother’s special qualities—finding out
that the whole world does not provide care increases her uniqueness
in the child’s eyes.

Father and other people are important as major constituting ele-
ments of the “reality principle” and as people enabling differentiation
of self and differentiation among objects. Yet it is the relation to the
mother, if she is primary caretaker, which provides the continuity and
core of self, and it is primarily the relation to her which must be
worked out and transformed during the child’s earliest years. This
is because the development of a libidinal relationship to the father
and oppositional identifications with him are well in advance of his
becoming an internal object. The construction of a mental image of
him and internalization of aspects of relationship to him lag well be-
hind those of the mother. Therefore, the relation to the father does
not become as early involved in the internal organization of psychic
structure and the development of fundamental representations of

self 3

The infant's object-relationships, in addition to the nature of its
self, change with its growing recognition of its mother's separateness.
The infant uses its developing physical and mental capacities to adapt
to her interests and her modes of behavior and thus attempts to retain
connection to her.

John Bowlby describes one major form this reaction takes in his
account of attachment.®® Attachment behavior is behavior directed
toward binding the mother to the child, especially through the main-
tenance of physical closeness to her. Children preoccupied with at-
tachment are concerned to keep near their mother and demand a
large amount of body contact. Attachment behavior, which begins to
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develop around six months and reaches its peak around a year to
eighteen months, requires experienced separateness, and the ability
to perceive and differentiate objects. It is directed toward and grows
in relation to a particular person or persons who have provided the
most intensive and strong relationship to the infant.

In a conventioral nuclear family, the primary attachment figure
is almost always the mother, but Bowlby and others are careful to
distinguish attachment from dependence. A child is dependent on
whoever is providing care at any moment, whereas attachment de-
velops in response to the quality of interaction, and not to having
primary physiological needs met. Attachment develops in relation to
a particular person who is often, but does not need to be, the child's
primary caretaker. This person is the child’s primary affectional ob-
Jject, however, and interacts in some intense and strong way with it.

Children may develop attachments to more than one person, to
the degree that they have played an important emotional part in the
child’s life. Thus, kibbutz children are more “attached” to their nat-
ural parents than to their nurses, who provide most of their care but
do not interact as intensively or exclusively with any single child. Chil-
dren whose mothers are available all day but are not responsive or
sociable with them may become more “attached” to their fathers, who
are not frequently available but interact intensively and strongly with
these infants when they are around. Moreover, children may be
equally attached to mother and father in comparison with strangers.***

Learning to crawl and walk allows the child progressively to con-
trol proximity. To separate and return physically to its mother per-
mits it to gain feelings of independence through mastery of its en-
vironment and greater equality in relationship.

Emotionally, the child’s primary love for its mother, characterized
by naive egoism, must usually give way to a different kind of love,
which recognizes her as a separate person with separate interests.
This attachment to the mother, and the growing ability to take her
interests into account, is a prototype for later attachment to other
objects experienced as separate. For many analysts, this is the most
important aspect of relational development.**

*These findings are crucial for those of us who think there are enormous benefits
to be gained by everyone—men, women, children—if men and women parent equally
and who support researchers arguing for the developmental importance of attachment
and the constancy of object relations.

#*They use a varicty of concepts 1o describe the same transition. For Winnicott, the
transition is “from a relationship 10 a subjectively conceived object to an object objec-
tively perceived.”*’ For Fairbairn, it is a shift from “infantile dependence,” character-
ized by a taking aititude, to “mature dependence,” characterized by giving or by mutual
cooperation in which the object is scen as a separate person with her or his own in-
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This change on the part of the infant is gradual. The infant’s ex-
perience is a cycle of fusion, separation, and refusion with its mother.
It progressively differentiates itself through maturation of its percep-
tual and cognitive capacities and through the variety of its experi-
ences of relationship.*' Boundaries grow weak and strong, are some-
times between whole self and whole mother (or other object),
sometimes include parts of the mother within the self boundaries or
exclude parts of the self as outside. Qualities of the mother are in-
trojected and become part of the self-image and qualities of the self
are projected outward. Along with these shifts go equally varied
emotional changes, as the child goes from contented oneness, fulfilled
primary love, and feelings of trust and omnipotence to feelings of
helplessness and ambivalence at the mother’s power and her control
of satisfactions and proximity; from assertions of separateness, rejec-
tion, and distancing of the mother to despair at her distance and
fleeing to the mother’s arms.

By the end of the first few years, a sense of identity and wholeness,
a sense of self in relationship, has emerged. Many of the vicissitudes
of these shifts have resolved themselves or disappeared. Others have
become permanent elements of the psyche.

A NOTE ON EXCLUSIVE MOTHERING

My account here concerns the person who provides primary care in
a particular family structure at a particular time, and not, inevitably,
the mother.* It 1s important to stress this point, because psychoan-
alytic theory (and accounts influenced by it) assumes an inevitable and
necessary smgle mother-infant relationship. Such an assumption im-
plies major limits to changing the social organization of gender. The
reason for this psychoanalytic assumption is that psychoanalytic writ-
ers, who focus on primary relationships themselves, by and large do
not analyze, or even notice, these relationships in the context of a
particular historical period and particular social arrangements. They
tend rather to reify arrangements that in our society ensure that

terests,*? For Jacobson, the infant develops “true object relationships”—relationships
based on a sense of totality of self in relaton o totality of separate other ** For Alce
Balint, the nfant must replace egoistic fove with “altruistic love™—a “social-reality-
based form of love” which takes into account the mother’s (or later loved object’s) in
terests. She suggests that “archasxc love withoun reality sense is the form of love of the
id,” and that “the social-reality-based form of love represents the manner of loving of
the ego."**

*alhelhcr or not, as [ have argued, women have hitherto always been primary care-
takers, and whether or not this was once (close 1o} necessary for species survival.
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women who are at least social, and usually biological, mothers do pro-
vide almost exclusive care,

Because the mother-infant relationship is so largely nonlinguistic,
and because caretaking does include some minimal physiological and
psychological requirements, it is easy to assume exclusive parenting
by the biological mother. And it is easy to accept such a position, to
see this relationship as a less socially constructed relationship than
other relationships we engage in or study. There has, moreover, been
confusion concerning whose interests exclusive mothering serves. As
I argue here, the psychoanalytic theory of the mother-infant rela-
tionship confounds an implicit claim for the inevitability and necessity
of exclusive mothering by the biological mother with an argument for
the necessity of constancy of care and a certain quality of care by
someone or some few persons.

A certain constancy and quality of care are most certainly neces
sary to achieve basic requirements of being a person (the ability to
relate, protection against psychosis, and so on). Psychoanalysts, though,
assume and even argue that any dilution of primary care militates
against basic ego development.®® This claim results partly from the
kinds of situations of multiple parenting and maternal deprivation
that psychoanalysts have chosen to discuss.®® They have studied in-
fants who have suddenly lost their mother after becoming attached
to her; infants in situations when any early change in the parenting
person has gone along with great family turmoil and crisis (a maternal
death, or sudden breakdown or hospitalization); infants in under-
staffed foundling homes, war nurseries, and child-care centers for
the children of women prisoners; and infants in institutions where
there was no attempt to provide constancy of care in any infant's life.
The psychoanalytic claim for the necessity of primary care is made
in spite of the fact that an astonishing proportion of clinical cases
reported by psychoanalysts mention that a nurse cared for the person
under discussion in childhood, without noting this as abnormal, as
controverting evidence, as an exception to the rule, or as worthy of
investigation.®*

The psychoanalytic claim is also made in spite of the fact that those
few studies which do compare children who have been singly and
multiply parented, provided other factors are kept constant, do not
support their conclusions. Bowlby recognizes in his recent work that
household structure makes a difference in the number and nature of
attachment figures. He even suggests that attachment may be more
secure and intense in an infant who has a few attachment figures
rather than only one.** Bettye Caldwell reports only slight differences
among infants and among mother-infant relationships in cases of
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rearing by a single mother and cases where the “caretaking role was
shared with another female.”* In a later study, she reports no dif-
ferences in child-mother and mother-child attachment between in-
fants who spent time in day-care centers and those cared for at home
exclusively by their mothers.®” She points out, moreover, that good
day care—several adults and several children together—may be closer
to the historical and cross-cultural norm for child-rearing than that
which we have come to think natural.*

Child psychiatrist Michael Rutter and psychologist Rudolph
Schaffer both summarize studies which evaluate variations in par-
enting.®® When one major mothering person shares her duties with
a small but stable number of mother-surrogates (when she goes out
to work, for instance),®® when there is shared responsibility for infants
with a high degree of continuity (as in the Israeli kibbutzim),” when
societies have extended households and share child care,™ there is no
evidence that children suffer from such arrangements. Where chil-
dren do suffer is in multiple parenting situations associated with sud-
den separation from their primary caretaker, major family crisis or
disruption in their life, inadequate interaction with those caretakers
they do have, or with so many caretakers that the child cannot form
a growing and ongoing bond with a small number of people. In fact,
these are the seutings in which the psychoanalytic argument was
formed. Schaffer affirms, “There is, we must conclude, nothing to
indicate any biological need for an exclusive primary bond; nothing
to suggest that mothering cannot be shared by several people.””

There does not seem to be evidence to demonstrate that exclusive
mothering is necessarily better for infants. However, such fnothcring
is “good for society.” Exclusive and intensive mothering, as it has been
practiced in Western society, does seem to have produced more
achievement-oriented men and people with psychologically mono-
gamic tendencies. This form of parenting, along with other reduc-

*Although | am obviously more sympathetic to this positon than 1o lhe.lradluonal
psychoanalytic one, T think it anly Fair 10 point out that it, like the other, is probably
2 historical product. Bowlby, Spitz, and others who argued for the importance of the
mother were reacting to a variety ol makeshifi arrangements that had not given chi-
dren sulficient emotional care during the war and against tradilional practices in many
child-care institutions. At the same time, | think, they were probably also riding the
tide of the feminine mystique and the attempt to return Rosie the Riveter to hc.r home.
Currently the economy needs women in the paid labor force, and (|hc women's move-
ment has raised questions abow parenting. In this context, today's researchers find
that the quality of care is what is important, not tha it be pm\_-nded by a b!ologlcal
mather. Psychoanalysis shifts (rem emphasizing the breast (which only a biolopical
mother can provide) to the total holding and caring relationship {which can he pro-
vided by anyone with appropriate emotional capacities).
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tions in the role of kinship and size of household, also contributes to
the interchangeability and mobility of families.* It has facilitated sev-
eral other tendencies in the modern family such as nuclearization and
isolation of the household, and the belief that the polity, or the so-
ciety, has no responsibility for young children.

Another problem with the psychoanalytic account’s false univer-
sality is its assumption that the type of exclusive care mothers in this
society give is, like the fact of exclusivity, natural and inevitable. The
account thus reifies the quality of care as well as the gender and num-
ber of people who provide it. Psychoanalysts do not often notice** the
extensive differences within single mothering that are possible. In-
fants may be carried on the hip, back, or chest, in a loose sling which
molds to the mother’s body or directly against her body, or they may
be swaddled, left in a cradleboard, or left in a crib except for brief
nursing periods. They may sleep alone, with their mother, or with
their mother and father. They may be weaned at six months, when
they can just begin to experience the cognitive difference between
themselves and the outside world, or at two, three, or five, when they
can walk and talk. These differences obviously have effects, which,
again, have not been treated sufficiently in the psychoanalytic liter-
ature.™ The typical Western industrial arrangement, in which infants
are left in cribs except for brief periods of time when they are held
and nursed, and in which they are weaned during the first year, pro-
vides relatively little contact with caretakers in the world societal spec-
trum. In a comparative framework, it is not the extreme constancy
of care which psychoanalysts assume.

These objections do not invalidate the psychoanalytic account, but
they show how to read it. And they indicate its real subject: a socially
and historically specific mother-child relationship of a particular in-
tensity and exclusivity and a particular infantile development that this
relationship produces. Psychoanalysis does not describe those par-
enting arrangements that have to be for infants to become people.
The account is certainly adequate and accurate for the situation it
describes and interprets. It should not be read, however, as prescrip-
tion or inevitable destiny. An account of the early mother-infant re-
lationship in contemporary Western society reveals the overwhelming
importance of the mother in everyone’s psychological development,
in their sense of self, and in their basic relational stance. It reveals
that becoming a person is the same thing as becoming a person in
relationship and in social context.

*Whosc usclulness Parsons and Goode have described.”
**With the exception of periodic generalization about primitive society and longer
nursing periods.

5

The Relation to the Mother and
the Mothering Relation

The ideal mother has no interests of her oum. .. For all of us it remains
self-evident that the interests of mother and child are wentical, and 1t 15 the
generally acknowledged measure of the goodness or badness of the mother
how far she really feels thes identity of interests. ALICE BALINT,

*Love for the Mother and Mother Love™

I can give you no 1dea of the important bearing of this first object upon the
chowe of every later object, of the profound effects t has, m us transfor
mations and substitutions, in even the remolest regions of our sexual life

FREUD,
Introductory Lectures

1 have argued that the most important feature of early infantile de-
velopment is that this development occurs in relation lo another person
or persons—in the account 1 am giving, to a mother. A description
of early development, then, is a description of a sogal and nterper-
sonal relationship, not only of individual psychological or phystplog
ical growth. We can now isolate and investigate each side of thls. re-
lationship: the mother's experience of her child and the child’s
experience of its mother. An investigation of the child’s experience
of being mothered shows that fundamental expectations of women
as mothers emerge during this period. An investigation of the re-
quirements of mothering and the mothering experience shows that
the foundations of parenting capacities emerge during the early pe-

riod as well.

THE EFFECTS OF EARLY MOTHERING

The character of the infant’s early relation to its mother profoundly
affects its sense of self, its later object-relationships, and its feelings
about its mother and about women in general. The continuity of care
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