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Chaprer 1

Nancy Julia Chodorow

Gender, Relation, and Difference

in Psychoanalytic Perspective

1 would go so far as to say that even before slavery or class domination existed, men
built an approach to women that would serve one day to introduce differences
among us all.

Claude Lévi-Strauss'

In both the nineteenth- and twentieth-century women’s movements, many feminists have
argued thar the degendering of sociery, so that gender and sex no longer derermined social
existence, would eliminate male dominance. This view assumes that gender differentiat-
ing characreristics are acquired. An alternate sexual politics and analysis of sexual in-
equality has tended toward an essentialist position, posing male-female difference as
innate. Not the degendering of society, but its appropriation by woman, with women’s
virtues, is seen as the solurion to male dominance. These virtues are uniquely feminine, and
usually thought to emerge from women's biology, which is then seen as intrinsically con-
nected to or entailing a particular psyche, a particular social role (such as mothering), a par-
ticular body image (more diffuse, holistic, nonphallocentric), or a particular sexuality (not
centered on a particular organ; at times, lesbianism). In this view, women are intrinsically
better than men and their virtues are not available to men. Proponents of the degendering
model have sometimes also held that “female” virtues or qualities—nurturance, for in-
stance—should be spread throughour society and replace aggression and competitiveness;
but these virtues are nevertheless seen as acquired, a product of women'’s development or so-
cial location, and acquirable by men, given appropriate development experience, and social
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reorganization. (Others who argue for degendering have at times held that women need to
acquire certain “male” characteristics and modes of action—autonomy, independence, as-
sertiveness—again, assuming that such characteristics are acquired.)

This essay evaluates the essentialist view of difference and examines the contribution
that psychoanalytic theory can make to understanding the question of sex or gender differ-
ence. It asks whether gender is best understood by focusing on differences between men and
women and on the uniqueness of each and whether gender difference should be a central or-
ganizing concept for feminism. The concepr of difference to which I refer here, and which
is addressed by other writers in this volume, is abstract and irreducible.2 It assumes the exis-
tence of an essence of gender, so that differences between men and women are seen to es-
tablish and define each gender as a unique and absolute category.

I will not discuss differences among women. I think we have something else in mind
when we speak of differences in this connection. Differences among women—of class, race,
sexual preference, nationality, and ethnicity, between mothers and nonmothers—are all sig-
nificant for feminist theory and practice, but these remain concrete differences, analyzable
in terms of specific categories and modes of understanding. We can see how they are socially
situated and how they grow from particular social relations and organization; how they may
contain physiological elements (race and sexual preference, for example) yet only gain a spe-
cific meaning in particular historical contexts and social formations.

I suggest that gender difference is not absolute, abstract, or irreducible; it does not in-
volve an essence of gender. Gender differences, and the experience of difference, like differ-
ences among women, are socially and psychologically created and situated. In addition, |
want to suggest a relational notion of difference. Difference and gender difference do not
exist as things in themselves; they are created relationally, that is, in relationship. We cannot
understand difference apart from this relational construction.

The issues I consider here are relevant both to feminist theory and to particular strands of
feminist politics. In contrast to the beginning of the contemporary women'’s movement, there
is now a widespread view that gender differences are essential, that women are fundamentally
different from men, and that these differences must be recognized, theorized, and maintained.
This finds some political counterpart in notions that women’s special nature guarantees the
emergence of a good society after the feminist revolution and legitimates female dominance,
if not an exclusively female society. My conclusions lead me to reject those currents of con-
temporary feminism that would found a politics on essentialist conceptions of the feminine.

There is also a preoccupation among some women with psychological separateness and
autonomy, with individuality as a necessary women’s goal. This preoccupation grows out of
many women’s feelings of not having distinct autonomy as separate selves, in comparison, say,
to men. This finds some political counterpart in equal rights arguments, ultimately based on
notions of women exclusively as individuals rather than as part of a collectivity or social group.
I suggest that we need to situate such a goal in an understanding of psychological development
and to indicate the relationship between our culture’s individualism and gender differentiation.

Psychoanalysis clarifies for us many of the issues involved in questions of difference, by
providing a developmental history of the emergence of separateness, differentiation, and the
perception of difference in early childhood. Thus it provides a particularly useful arena in
which to see the relational and situated construction of difference, and of gender difference.
Moreover, psychoanalysis gives an account of these issues from a general psychological
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perspective, as well as with specific relation to the question of gender. In this context, 1 will
discuss two aspects of the general subject of separateness, differentiation, and perceptions of
difference and their emergence. First, [ will consider how separation-individuation occurs
relationally in the first “me”—“not-me” division, in the development of the “L,” or self. I will
suggest that we have to understand this separation-individuation in relation to other aspects
of development, that it has particular implications for women, and that differentiation is not
synonymous with difference or separateness. Second, I will talk about the ways thar differ-
ence and gender difference are created distinctly, in different relational contexts, for girls and
boys, and, hence, for women and men. The argument here advances a reading of psycho-
analysis that stresses the relational ego. It contrasts with cercain prevalent (Lacan-influenced)
feminist readings of psychoanalysis, in particular with the views advanced by French theo-
rists of difference like Luce Irigaray and with the Freudian orthodoxy of Juliet Mirchell.

DIFFERENTIATION

Psychoanalysis calks of the process of “differentiation” or “separation-individuation.” A
child of either gender is born originally with what is called a “narcissistic relation to reality”:
cognitively and libidinally it experiences itself as merged and continuous with the world in
general, and with its mother or caretaker in particular. Differentiation, or separation-indi-
viduation, means coming to perceive a demarcation between the self and the object world,
coming to perceive the subject/self as distince, or separate from, the object/other. An essen-
tial early task of infantile development, it involves the development of ego boundaries (a
sense of personal psychological division from the rest of the world) and of a body ego (a
sense of the permanence of one’s physical separateness and the predictable boundedness of
one’s own body, of a distinction between inside and outside).

This differentiation requires physiological maturation (for instance, the ability to per-
ceive object constancy), but such maturation is not enough. Differentiation happens in re-
lation to the mother, or to the child’s primary caretaker. It develops through experiences of
the mother’s departure and return and through frustration, which emphasizes the child’s
separateness and the fact thar it doesn’t control all its own experiences and gratifications.
Some of these experiences and grarifications come from within, some from without. If it
were not for these frustrations, these disruptions of the experience of primary oneness, toral
holding, and gracification, the child would not need to begin to perceive the other, the
“outer world,” as separate, rather than as an extension of itself. Developing separateness thus
involves, in particular, perceiving the mother or primary caretaker as separate and “not-me,”
where once these were an undifferentiated symbiotic uniry.

Separateness, then, is not simply given from birth, nor does it emerge from the indi-
vidual alone. Rather, separateness is defined relationally; differentiation occurs in relation-
ship: “I” am “not-you.” Moreover, “you,” or the other, is also distinguished. The child learns
1o see the particularity of the mother or primary caretaker in contrast to the rest of the world.
Thus, as the self is differentiated from the object world, the object world is itself differenti-
ated into its component parts.

Now, from a psychoanalytic perspective, learning to distinguish “me” and “not-me” is
necessary for a person to grow into a functioning human being. It is also inevitable, since ex-
periences of departure, of discontinuity in handling, feeding, where one sleeps, how one is
picked up and by whom, of less than total relational and physical gratification, are unavoid-
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able. But for our understanding of “difference” in this connection, the concept of differen-
tiation and the processes that characterize it need elaboration.

First, in most psychoanalytic formulations, and in prevalent understandings of develop-
ment, the mother, or the outside world, is depicted simply as the other, not-me, one Who does
or does not fulfill an expecration. This perception arises originally from the infant’s cognitive
inability to differentiate self and world; the infant does not distinguish between its desires for
love and satisfaction and those of its primary love object and object identification. The self here
is the infant or growing child, and psychoanalytic accounts take the viewpoint of this child.

However, adequate separation, or differentiation, involves not merely perceiving the sep-
arateness, or otherness, of the other. It involves perceiving the person’s subjectivity and self-
hood as well. Differentiation, separation, and disruption of the narcissistic relation to reality
are developed through learning that the mother is a separate being with separate interests and
activities that do not always coincide with just what the infant wants at the time. They in-
volve the ability to experience and perceive the object/other (the mother) in aspects apare
from its sole relation to the ability to gratify the infant’s/subject’s needs and wants; they in-
volve seeing the objecr as separate from the self and from the self’s needs.4 The infant must
change here from a “relationship to a subjectively conceived object to a relationship to an ob-
ject objectively perceived.”>

In infantile development this change requires cognitive sophistication, the growing
ability to integrate various images and experiences of the mother that comes with the devel-
opment of ego capacities. But these capacities are not enough. The ability to perceive the
other as a self, finally, requires an emotional shift and a form of emotional growth. The adult
self not only experiences the other as distinct and separate. It also does not experience the
other solely in terms of its own needs for gratification and its own desires.

This interpretation implies that true differentiation, true separateness, cannot be sim-
ply a perception and experience of self-other, of presence-absence. It must precisely involve
two selves, ewo presences, two subjects. Recognizing the other as a subject is possible only to
the extent that one is not dominated by felt need and one’s own exclusive subjectivity. Such
recognition permits appreciation and perception of many aspects of the other person, of her
or his existence apart from the child’s/the self’s. Thus, how we understand differentiation—
only from the viewpoint of the infant as a self, or from the viewpoint of two interacting
selves—has consequences for what we think of as a mature self. If the mature self grows only
out of the infant as a self, the other need never be accorded her or his own selfhood.

The view that adequate separation-individuation, or differentiation, involves not sim-
ply perceiving the otherness of the other, but her or his selfhood/subjectivity as well, has im-
portant consequences, not only for an understanding of the development of selfhood, but
also for perceptions of women. Hence, it seems to me absolutely essential to a feminist
appropriation of psychoanalytic conceptions of differentiation. Since women, as mothers,
are the primary caretakers of infants, if the child (or the psychoanalytic account) only takes
the viewpoint of the infant as a (developing) self, then the mother will be perceived (or de-
picted) only as an object. But, from a feminist perspective, perceiving the particularity of the
mother must involve according the mother her own selfhood. This is a necessary part of the
developmental process, though it is also often resisted and experienced only conflictually
and partially. Throughout life, perceptions of the mother fluctuate berween perceiving her
particularity and selfhood and perceiving her as a narcissistic extension, a not-separare other
whose sole reason for existence is to gratify one’s own wants and needs.
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Few accounts recognize the import of this particular stance toward the mother. Alice
Balint’s marvelous proto-feminist account is the best I know of the infantile origins of adult
perceptions of mother as object:

Most men (and women)—even when otherwise quite normal and capable of an
“adule,” aleruistic form of love which acknowledges the interests of the partner—
retain towards their own mothers this naive egoistic attitude throughout their
lives. For all of us it remains self-evident that the interests of mother and child are
identical, and it is the generally acknowledged measure of the goodness or bad-
ness of the mother how far she really feels this identity of interests.6

Now, these perceptions, as a product of infantile development, are somewhar inevitable as
long as women have nearly exclusive maternal responsibilities, and they are one major rea-
son why [ advocate equal parenting as a necessary basis of sexual equality. But [ think that,
even within the ongoing context of women's mothering, as women we can and must liber-
ate ourselves from such perceptions in our personal emotional lives as much as possible, and
certainly in our theorizing and politics.”

A second elaboration of psychoanalytic accounts of differentiation concerns the affective
or emotional distinction between differentiation or separation-individuation, and difference.
Difference and differentiation are, of course, related to and feed into one another; it is in some
sense true that cognitive or linguistic distinction, or division, must imply difference. However,
it is possible to be separate, to be differentiated, without caring about or emphasizing differ-
ence, without turning the cognitive fact into an emotional, moral, or political one. In fact, as-
similating difference to differentiation is defensive and reactive, a reaction to not f?eling
separate enough. Such assimilation involves arbitrary boundary creation and an assertion of
hyperseparateness to reinforce a lack of security in a person’s sense of self as a separate person.
Bur one can be separate from and similar to someone at the same time. For example, one can
recognize another’s subjectivity and humanity as one recognizes one’s own, seeing the com-
monality of both as active subjects. Or a woman can recognize her similarity, commonality,
even continuity, with her mother, because she has developed enough of an unproblematic
sense of separate self. At the same time, the other side of being able to experience separateness
and commonality, of recognizing the other’s subjectivity, is the ability to recognize differences
with a small “d,” differences that are produced and situated historically—for instance, the
kinds of meaningful differences among women that I mentioned earlier.

The distinction between differentiation/separateness and difference relates to a third
consideration, even more significant to our assessment of difference and gender difference.
Following Mahler, much psychoanalyrtic theory has centered its account of early infant de-
velopment on separation-individuation, on the creation of the separate self, on the “me”-
“not-me” distinction. Yet there are other ways of locking at the development of self, other
important and fundamental aspects to the self: “me’~“not-me” is not all there is to “me.”
Separation, the “me”—“not-me” division, looms larger, both in our psychological life and the.-
oretically, to the extent thart these other aspects of the self are not developed either in indi-
vidual lives or in theoretical accounts.

Object-relations theory shows that in the development of self the primary task is not the
development of ego boundaries and a body ego.® Along with the earliest development of its
sense of separateness, the infant constructs an internal set of unconscious, affectively loaded
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representations of others in relation 1o its self, and an internal sense of self in relationship
emerges. Images of felt good and bad aspects of the mother or primary caretaker, caretaking
experiences, and the mothering relationship become part of the self, of 2 relational ego struc-
wure, through unconscious mental processes that appropriate and incorporate these images.
With maturation, these early images and fragments of perceived experience become put to-
gether into a self. As externality and internality are established, therefore, what comes to be
internal includes what originally were aspects of the other and the relation to the other. (Sim-
ilarly, what is experienced as external may include what was originally part of the developing
self’s experience.) Externality and internality, then, do not follow easily observable physio-
logical boundaries but are constituted by psychological and emotional processes as well.

These unconscious early internalizations thar affect and constitute the internal quality
of selfhood may remain more or less fragmented, or they may develop a quality of whole-
ness. A sense of continuity of experience and the opportunity to integrate a complex of (at
least somewhat) complementary and consistent images enables the “I" to emerge as a con-
tinuous being with an identity. This more internal sense of self, or of “I,” is not dependent
on separateness or difference from an other. A “true self,” or “central self,” emerges through
the experience of continuity that the mother or caretaker helps to provide, by protecting the
infant from having continually to react to and ward off environmental intrusions and from
being continually in need.

The integration of a “true self” that feels alive and whole involves a particular set of in-
ternalized feclings about others in relation to the self. These include developing a sense that
one is able to affect others and one’s environment (a sense thar one has not been inhibited
by overanticipation of all one's needs), a sense thar one has been accorded one’s own feelings
and a spontaneity about these feelings (a sense that one’s feelings or needs have not been pro-
jected onto one), and a sense thar there is a fit between one’s feelings and needs and those of
the mother or caretaker. These feelings all give the self a sense of agency and authenticity.

This sense of agency, then, is fostered by caretakers who do not project experiences
or feelings onto the child and who do not let the environment impinge indiscriminarely.
It is evoked by empathic caretakers who understand and validate the infant as a self in its
own right, and the infant’s experience as real. Thus, the sense of agency, which is one basis
of the inner sense of continuity and wholeness, grows out of the nature of the parent-
infant relationship.

Another important aspect of internalized feelings about others in relation to the self
concerns a certain wholeness that develops through an internal sense of relationship with an-
other.? The “thereness” of the primary parenting person grows into an internal sense of the
presence of another who is caring and affirming, The self comes into being here first through
feeling confidently alone in the presence of its mother, and then through this presence’s be-
coming internalized. Part of its self becomes a good internal mother. This suggests that the
central core of self is, internally, a relational ego, a sense of self-in-good-relationship. The
presence or absence of others, their sameness or difference, does not then become an issue
touching the infant’s very existence. A “capacity to be alone,” a relational racher than a reac-
tive autonomy, develops because of a sense of the ongoing presence of another.

These several senses of agency, of a true self that does not develop reactively, of a rela-
tional self or ego core, and of an internal continuity of being, are fundamental to an unprob-
lematic sense of self and provide the basis of both autonomy and spontaneity. The strength,
or wholeness, of the self in this view, does not depend only or even centrally on its degree of
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separateness, although the extent of confident distinctness cerrainly affects and is part of the
sense of self. The more secure the central self, or ego core, the less one has to define oné’s self
through separateness from others. Separateness becomes, then, a more rigid, defensive, rather
fragile, secondary criterion of the strength of the self and of the “success” of individuation.

This view suggests that no one has a separateness consisting only of “me”~“not-me” dis-
tinctions. Part of myself is always that which I have taken in; we are all to some degtee incor-
porations and extensions of others. Separateness from the mother, defining oneself as apart
from her (and from other women), is not the only or final goal for women'’s ego strength and
autonomy, even if many women must also artain some sense of reliable separateness. In the
process of differentiation, leading to a genuine autonomy, people maintain contact with those
with whom they had their eatliest relationships: indeed this contact is part of who we are. “1
am” is not definition through negation, is not “who [ am not.” Developing a sense of con-
fident separateness must be a part of all childrens development. But once this confident
separateness is established, one’s relational self can become more central to oné’s life. Differ-
entiation is not distinctness and separateness, but a particular way of being connected to others.
This connection to others, based on early incorporations, in turn enables us to feel that em-
pathy and confidence that are basic to the recognition of the other as a self.

What does all this have to do with male-female difference and male dominance? Before
turning to the question of gender difference, I wanc to reiterate what we as feminists learn
from the general inquiry into “differentiation.” First, we learn that we can only think of dif-
ferentiation and the emergence of the self relationally. Differentiation occurs, and separation
emerges, in relationship; they are not givens. Second, we learn that to single out separation
as the core of a notion of self and of the process of differentiation may well be inadequate;
it is certainly not the only way to discuss the emergence of self or what constitutes a strong
self. Differentiation includes the internalization of aspects of the primary caretaker and of
the caretaking relationship.

Finally, we learn that essential, important attitudes toward mothers and expectations of
mother—artitudes and expectations that enter into experiences of women more generally—
emerge in the earliest differentiation of self. These attitudes and expectations arise during the
emergence of separateness. Given that differentiation and separation are developmentally
problematic, and given that women are primary caretakers, the mother, who is a woman, be-
comes and remains for children of both genders the other, or object. She is not accorded au-
tonomy or selfness on her side. Such attitudes arise also from the gender-specific character of
the early, emotionally charged self and object images that affect the development of self and the
sense of autonomy and spontaneity. They are internalizations of feelings about the self in sela-
tion to the mother, who is then often experienced as either overwhelming or overdenying.
These attitudes are ofien unconscious and always have a basis in unconscious, emotionally
charged feelings and conflicts. A precipitate of the early relationship to the mother and of an
unconscious sense of self, they may be more fundamental and determining of psychic life than
more conscious and explicit attitudes to “sex differences” or “gender differences” themselves.

This inquiry suggests a psychoanalytic grounding for goals of emotional psychic life
other than autonomy and separateness. It suggests, instead, an individualiry thar emphasizes
our connectedness with, rather than our separation from, one another. Feelings of inade-
quate separateness, the fear of merger, are indeed issues for women, because of the ongoing
sense of oneness and primary identification with our mothers (and children). A transformed
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organization of parenting would help women to resolve these issues. However, autonomy,
spontaneity, and a sense of agency need not be based on self-other distinctions, on the indi-
vidual as individual. They can be based on the fundamental interconnectedness, not syn-

onymous with merger, that grows out of our earliest unconscious developmental experience,
and that enables the creation of a nonreactive separateness. !¢

GENDER DIFFERENCES IN THE CREATION OF DIFFERENCE

I turn now to the question of gender differences. We are not born with perceptions of gen-
der differences; these emerge developmentally. In the traditional psychoanalyrtic view, how-
ever, when sexual difference is first seen, it has self-evident value. A girl perceives her l,ack of
a penis, knows instantly that she wants one, and subsequently defines herself and her mother
as lacking, inadequate, castrated; a boy instantly knows having a penis is better, and fears the
loss of his own.!! This traditional account violates a fundamental rule of psychoanalytic in-
terpretation. When the analyst finds trauma, shock, strong fears, or conflict, it is a signal to
look for the roots of such feelings.!2 Because of his inability to focus on the preoedipal years
and the relationship of mother to child, Freud could not follow his own rule here.

Clinical and theoretical writings since Freud suggest another interpretation of the
emergence of perceptions of gender difference. This view reverses the perception of which
gender experiences greater trauma, and retains only the claim that gender identity and the
sense of masculinity and femininity develop differently for men and women.!3 These ac-
counts suggest that core gender identity and masculinity are conflictual for men, and are
bound up with the masculine sense of self in a way that core gender identity and femininity
are not for women. “Core gender identity” here refers to a cognitive sense of gendered self,
the sense that one is male or female. It is established in the first two years concomirantl):
with the development of the sense of self. Later evaluations of the desirability of one’s gen-
der and of the activities and modes of behavior associated with it, or of one’s own sense of
adequacy at fulfilling gender role expectations, are built upon this fundamental gender iden-
tity. They do not create or change it.

Most people develop an unambiguous core gender identity, a sense that they are female
or male. But because women mother, the sense of maleness in men differs from the sense of
fer{\aleness in women. Maleness is more conflictual and more problematic. Underlying, or
built into, core male gender identity is an early, nonverbal, unconscious, almost somaric
sense of primary oneness with the mother, an underlying sense of femaleness that continu-
ally, usually unnoticeably, but sometimes insistently, challenges and undermines the sense of
maleness. Thus, because of a primary oneness and identification with his mother, a primary
fema!eness, a boy’s and a man’s core gender identity itself—the seemingly unproblematic
cognitive sense of being male—is an issue. A boy must learn his gender identity as being
not-female, or not-mother. Subsequently, again because of the primacy of the mother in
carly life and because of the absence of concrete, real, available male figures of identification
and love who are as salient for him as female figures, learning what it is to be masculine
comes to mean learning to be not-feminine, or not-womanly.

Because of early-developed, conflictual core gender identity problems, and later prob-
lems of adequate masculinity, it becomes important to men to have a clear sense of gender
difference, of whar is masculine and what is feminine, and to maintain rigid boundaries
between these. Researchers find, for example, that fathers sex-type children more than
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mothers. They treat sons and daughters more differently and enforce gender role expec-
tations more vigorously than mothers do.!4 Boys and men come to deny the feminine iden-
tification within themselves and those feelings they experience as feminine: feelings of
dependence, relational needs, emotions generally. They come to emphasize differences, not
commonalities or continuities, berween themselves and women, especially in situations that
evoke anxiety, because these commonalities and continuities threaten to challenge gender
difference or to remind boys and men consciously of their potentially feminine artributes.

These conflicts concerning core gender identity interact with and build upon particu-
lar ways that boys experience the processes of differentiation and the formation of the self.!>
Both sexes establish separateness in relation to their mother, and internalizations in the de-
velopment of self take in aspects of the mother as well. But because the mother is a woman,
these experiences differ by gender. Though children of both sexes are originally part of her-
self, a mother unconsciously and often consciously experiences her son as more of an “other”
than her daughter. Reciprocally, a son’s male core gender identity develops away from his
mother. The male’s self, as a result, becomes based on a more fixed “me”~“not-me” distinc-
tion. Separateness and difference as a component of differentiation become more salient. By
contrast, the female’s self is less separate and involves a less fixed “me”—“not-me” distinction,
creating the difficulties with a sense of separateness and autonomy that I mentioned above.

At the same time, core gender identity for a girl is not problematic in the sense that it
is for boys. It is built upon, and does not contradict, her primary sense of oneness and iden-
tification with her mother and is assumed easily along with her developing sense of self. Girls
grow up with a sense of continuity and similarity to their mother, a relational connection to
the world. For them, difference is not originally problematic or fundamental to their psy-
chological being or identity. They do not define themselves as “not-men,” or “not-male,” but
as “I, who am female.” Girls and women may have problems with their sense of continuity
and similarity if it is too strong and they have no sense of a separate self. However, these
problems are not inevitable products of having a sense of continuity and similariy, since, as
I argue here, selfhood does nor depend only on the strength and impermeability of ego
boundaries. Nor are these problems bound up with questions of gender; rather, they are
bound up with questions of self.

In the development of gender identification for girls it is not the existence of core gen-
der identity, the unquestioned knowledge that one is female, that is problematic. Rather, it
is the later-developed conflicts concerning this identity, and the identifications, learning,
and cognitive choices that it implies. The difficulties that girls have in establishing a “femi-
nine” identity do not stem from the inaccessibility and negative definition of this identity,
or its assumption by denial (as in the case of boys). They arise from identification with a
negatively valued gender category, and an ambivalently experienced maternal figure, whose
mothering and femininity, often conflictual for the mother herself, are accessible, but deval-
ued. Conflicts here arise from questions of relative power, and social and cultural value, even
as female identification and the assumption of core gender identity are straightforward. I
would argue that these conflicts come later in development, and are less pervasively derer-
mining of psychological life for women than are masculine conflicts around core gender
identity and gender difference.

Men’s and women’s understanding of difference, and gender difference, must thus be
understood in the relational context in which these are created. They stem from the respec-
tive relation of boys and girls to their mother, who is their primary caretaker, love object, and
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object of identification, and who is a woman in a sexually and gender-organized world. This
relational context contrasts profoundly for girls and boys in a way that makes difference, and
gender difference, central for males—one of the earliest, most basic male development is-
sues—and not central for females. It gives men a psychological investment in difference that
women do not have.

According to psychoanalytic accounts since Freud, it is very clear that males are “not-
females” in earliest development. Core gender identity and the sense of masculinity are de-
fined more negatively, in terms of that which is not-female or not-mother, than positively.
By contrast, females do not develop as “not-males.” Female core gender identity and the
sense of femininity are defined positively, as that which is female, or like mother. Difference
from males is not so salient. An alternative way to put this is to suggest that, developmen-
tally, the maternal identification represents and is experienced as generically human for chil-
dren of both genders.16

Bur, because men have power and cultural hegemony in our society, a notable thing hap-
pens. Men use and have used this hegemony to appropriate and transform these experiences.
Both in everyday life and in theoretical and intellectual formulations, men have come to de-
fine maleness as that which is basically human, and to define women as not-men. This trans-
formation is first learned in, and helps to constitute, the oedipal transition—the cultural,
affective, and sexual learnings of the meaning and valuation of sex differences.!” Because Freud
was not attentive to preoedipal development (and because of his sexism), he took this meaning
and valuation as a self-evident given, rather than a developmental and cultural product.

We must remember that chis transformed interpretation of difference, an interprera-
tion learned in the oedipal transition, is produced by means of male cultural hegemony and
power. Men have the means to institutionalize their unconscious defenses against repressed
yet strongly experienced developmental conflicts. This interpretation of difference is im-
posed on earlier developmental processes; it is not the deepest, unconscious roor of either
the female or the male sense of gendered self. In fact, the primary sense of gendered self that
emerges in earliest development constantly challenges and threatens men, and gives a cerrain
potential psychological security, even liberation, to women. The transformed interpretation
of difference is not inevitable, given other parenting arrangements and other arrangements
of power between the sexes. It is especially insofar as women’s lives and self-definition be-
come oriented to men that difference becomes more salient for us, as does differential eval-
uation of the sexes. Insofar as women’s lives and self-definition become more oriented
toward themselves, differences from men become less salient.!8

EVALUATING DIFFERENCE

What are the implications of this inquiry into psychoanalytic understandings of differentia-
tion and gender difference for our understanding of difference, and for our evaluation of the
view that difference is central to feminisc theory? My investigation suggests that our own
sense of differentiation, of separateness from others, as well as our psychological and cultural
experience and interpreration of gender or sexual difference, are created through psycho-
logical, social, and cultural processes, and through relational experiences. We can only
understand gender difference, and human distinctness and separation, relationally and situa-
tionally.!® They are part of a system of asymmerrical social relarionships embedded in
inequalities of power, in which we grow up as selves, and as women and men. Our experience
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and perception of gender are processual; they are produced developmentally and in our daily
social and cultural lives.

Difference is psychologically salient for men in a way that it is not for women, because
of gender differences in early formative developmental processes and the particular uncon-
scious conflicts and defenses these produce. This salience, in turn, has been transmuted into
a conscious cultural preoccupation with gender difference. It has also become if\rel:nfvined
with and has helped to produce more general cultural notions, particularly, that individual-
ism, separateness, and distance from others are desirable and requisite to autonomy and
human fulfillment.2% Throughout these processes, it is women, as mothers, who become the
objects apart from which separateness, difference, and autonomy are defined. .

It is crucial for us feminists to recognize that the ideologies of difference, which define
us as women and as men, as well as inequality itself, are produced, socially, psychologically,
and culturally, by people living in and creating their social, psychological, an.d cultur:.il
worlds. Women participate in the creation of these worlds and ideologies, even if our.uln-
mate power and access to cultural hegemony are less than those of men. To spcak.of dlfft.:r—
ence as a final, irreducible concept and to focus on gender differences as central is to reify
them and to deny the reality of those processes that create the meaning and signiﬁcance- of
gender. To see men and women as qualitatively different kinds of people, r:.uher than seeing
gender as processual, reflexive, and constructed, is to reify and deny relations of gender, to
see gender differences as permanent racher than as created and sicuated. o

We certainly need to understand how difference comes to be importan, how it is pro-
duced as salient, and how it reproduces sexual inequality. But we should not appropriate d.lf—
ferentiation and separation, or difference, for ourselves and take it as a given. Feminist
theories and feminist inquiry based on the notion of essential difference, or focused on
demonstrating difference, are doing feminism a disservice. They ultimately rely on the de-
fensively constructed masculine models of gender thar are presented o us as our cultural
heritage, rather than creating feminist understandings of gender and difference that grow
from our own politics, theorizing, and experience.
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symbolizes, internally represents, or feels abou her or his physiology is 2 product of development
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