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76 The Reproduction of Mothering

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 assurption 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 2 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.

*Whose uscfulness 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 own. . .. For all of us it remans
self-evident that the mierests of mother and child are wdentical, and it 1s the
generally acknowledged measure of the goodness or badness of the mother
how far she really feels this identity of interests. ALICE BALINT,

“Love for the Mother and Mother Love"”

1 can give you no idea of the important bearing of this first object upon the
choice of every later object, of the profound effects it has, in us tramf!)r-
mations and substitutions, in even the remotest vegions of our sexual life.

FREUD,
Introductory Lectures

I have argued that the most important feature of early infantile de-
velopment is that this development occurs in relation to another person
or persons—in the account [ am giving, to a mothgr. A de'scnpnon
of early development, then, is a description of a social and interper-
sonal relationship, not only of individua) psychological'or physiolog-
ical growth. We can now isolate and investigate each side of this' 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 profou1‘1dly
affects its sense of self, its later object-relationships, an_d its feclings
about its mother and about women in general. The continuity of care
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78 The Reproduction of Mothering

enables the infant to develop a self—a sense that “I am.” The quality
of any particular relationship, however, affects the infant’s person-
ality and self-identity. The experience of self concerns who “I am”
and not simply that “I am.”

In a society where mothers provide nearly exclusive care and cer-
tainly the most meaningful relationship to the infant, the infant de-
velops its sense of self mainly in relation to her. Insofar as the rela-
tionship with its mother has continuity, the infant comes to define
aspects of its self (affectively and structurally) in relation to internal-
ized representations of aspects of its mother and the perceived quality
of her care.! (As I have indicated, to call this quality “perceived”
brackets the variety of fantasies and transformations the infant may
engage in to deal with its anxiety and ambivalence.) For instance, the
experience of satisfactory feeding and holding enables the child to
develop a sense of loved self in relation to a loving and caring mother.
Insofar as aspects of the maternal relationship are unsatisfactory, or
such that the infant feels rejected or unloved, it is likely to define
itself as rejected, or as someone who drives love away. In this situa-
tion, part of infantile attention, and then the infantile ego, remains
preoccupied with this negatively experienced internal relationship.
Because this sitvation is unresolvable, and interferes with the ongoing
need for love, the infant represses its preoccupation. Part of its def-
ition of self and its affective energy thus splits off experientially
from its central self, drawing to an internat object energy and com-
mitment which would otherwise be available for ongoing external re-
lationships. The growing child's psychic structure and sense of self
thus cumes to consist of unconscious, quasi independent, divided ex-
periences of self in affective (libidinal-attached, aggressive, angry,
ambivalent, helpless-dependent) relation with an inner object world,
made up originally of aspects of its reiation to its mother.

The infant’s mental and physical existence depends on its mother,
and the infant comes to feel that it does. It experiences a sense of
oneness with her and develops a self only by convincing itself that
it is in fact a separate being from her. She is the person whom it
loves with egoistic primary love and to whom it becomes attached.
She is the person who first imposes on it the demands of reality. In-
ternally she is also important. The infant comes to define itself as
a person through its relationship to her, by internalizing the most
important aspects of their relationship, Its stance toward itself and
the world—its emotions, its quality of self-love (narcissism), or
self-hate (depression)—all derive in the first instance from this earliest
relationship.

In later life, a person’s early relation to her or his mother leads

The Relation to the Mother 79

to a preoccupation with issues of primary intimacy and merging. On
one psychological level, all people who have experienced primary love
and primary identification have some aspect of self that wants to re-
create these experiences, and most people try to do so. Freud tallks
about the turn 10 religion as an attempt to recreate the lost !'eelmg
of oneness.? Michae] Balint suggests that adult love relationships are
an attempt to recreate primary intimacy and merging, an'd lh?t the
“tranquil sense of well-being” is their ultimate goal: “This primary
tendency, I shall be loved always, everywhere, in every way, my_wholc
body, my whole being—without any criticism, wit'hc_)ut the slightest
effort on my part—is the final aim of all erotic strwmg_.”a
The preoccupation with issues of intimacy and merging, however,
can also lead 1o avoidance. Fear of fusion may overwhelm the attrac-
tion to it, and fear of loss of a love object may make the experience
of love 100 risky. When a person’s early experience tells !1im or her
that only one unique person can provide emotional gratifications—
a realistic expectation when they have been inlen§ely and exclu-
sively mothered—the desire to recreate that experience has to be
ambivalent.! .
The earliest relationship and its affective quality inform and in-
teract with all other relationships during development. As Benedek
puts it, “It is characteristic of the spiral of human development that
the representations of the primary object relationship with the mot!ler
are in continual transaction with the representations of all later object
relationships according to the age and maturity of the child and the
significance of the particular object.”® In later years as well, the re-
lation to the mother informs a person’s internal and external rela-
tional stance. Fairbairn considers the child's relationship with its
mother as “the foundation upon which all his future relationships
with love objects are based.”® His theory of personality and the clinical
evidence he discusses elaborate and support this claim. Even Freud,
whose clinical work and theory provide more insight into later rela-
tionships, emphasizes the way the mother, through her influence on
all subsequent relationships, remains as an important inner object
throughout her growing infant's life.” '
The actual relationship to the mother, and the infant’s feelings
about her, also remain important. Alice Balint argues that the essence
of “love for the mother” is that it is not under the sway of the reality
principle.® The child does not originally recognize that the motl_ler has
or could have any separate interests from it. Therefore, when it finds
cut that its mother has separate interests, it cannot understand it.
This contrasts to love for the father. The child knows its father
from the beginning as a separate being, unless the father provides
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the same kind of primary relationship and care as the mother.* Thus,
it is very much in the nature of things when the father expresses his
own interests.** Balint concludes that “love for the mother is originally a
love without a sense of reality, while love and hate for the father—including
the Oedipus situation—is under the sway of reality.”

This dichotomy has several consequences. First, the child can de-
velop true hate and true ambivalence more easily in relation to a
father whose wants differ from those of his child. The child's reaction
to its mother in such a situation is not true hate, but confusion that
is part of the failure to recognize the mother's separateness, That chil-
dren are more obedient to their father results not primarily from any
greater strictness on his part, nor from the fact that he represents
“society” or “authority” (as Freud and others would have it). Instead,
Balint claims, “the child behaves towards the father more in accor-
dance with reality because the archaic foundations of an original,
natural identity of interests has never existed in its relation to the
father."t1°

Although the father represents reality to the child, he is at the
same time a fantasy figure whose contours, because they are less tied
to real object-relational experiences for the child, must be imagined
and are often therefore idealized.!* As a special person who is not
consistently present but is clearly important to the mother, he may
become an object of attraction, one whose arrival—as a break from
the daily routine is greeted joyously, with particular attention. If the
mother has been present during his absence, there is no need for the
ambivalence growing from anxiety and remembered loss—classic at-
tachment behavior which the child often reserves for its mother
when she reappears.}

*Recall, also, Jacobson’s claim that comparisen of self 1o father provides major im-
petus (o the original establishment of separateness in the child

**Folk tales, Bahint clayms, reflect this dichotomy. “The wicked mother 1s always the
stepmother, while the wicked father 1s not necessanly the stepfather, and this 1s true
for both son and daughter ™

tin another part of her essay, Balint stresses the mother's absolute control over her
chilc's existence, and suggesis that society, to defend against this, has transferred nights
over children’s lives to the father She concludes, “It argues for the primordiality of
the maternal right that it is an informal and private affair of the woman. The paternal
right, however, is a social institution.”!! Balint here uncritically appropriates the pre-
vailing opposition between public and domestic life, and even assigns this opposition
a “primordial” status. She points correctly, however, to the structural basis of the op-
position. We can infer that on the level of fantasy and ideology there has been a trade-
ofT between women’s right to exclusivity of pnimary connection to children and men's
to primary access to society.

$He can also be, as a more familiar person than a stranger, an attachment figure
in the traditional sense His goings and comings, when they leave tus child with a
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This dual orientation is not just a product of the mother-infant
bond, but is created by the typical father's relationship to his infant
as well. Dorothy Burlingham has found that fathers see babies not as
babies but as potentially grown-up—that they are more likely than
mothers to transform their perception of their newborn into fantasies
about the adult it will become, and about the things they (father and
child) will be able to do together when the infant is much older."* She
also points to the ways that paternal treatment (which does not start
at birth) enforces the infant's separateness, and to the contrast be-
tween the father’s treating his infant as an object or toy (stimulating
and exciting it, lifiing and tossing it) and the mother’s holding and
cuddling it. '

Juliet Mitchell, in Psychoanalysis and Feminism, speaks to the socio-
logical dynamics of this asymmetry.'s Drawing on a psychoanalytic
model of development, she points out that the early mother-infant
relationship, though socially constructed, is experienced by the child
as presocial, or nonsocial. It is the person who intervenes in this re-
lationship—the father—who represents culture and society 10 the
child. Hitherto, the social organization of parenting has meant that
it is women who represent the nonsocial—or the confusion of bio-
logical and social—and men who unambiguously represent society.
Mitchell argues that the child's becoming social and enculturated is
the same thing as becoming social and enculturated in patriarchal
society.

These contrasts between the relation to the mother and the rela-
tion to the father are not unique to infancy. Alice Balint argues that
people continue not to recognize their mother’s interests while de-
veloping capacities for “altruistic love” in the process of growing up.
They support their egoism, moreover, by idealizing mothers and by
the creation of social ideology:

Most men (and women)—even when otherwise quite normal and capable
of an “acult,” altruistic form of love which acknowledges the interests of
the partner—retain towards their own mothers this naive cgoistic 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 mea-
sure of the goodness or badness of the mother how far she really feels this
identity of interests.'®

stranger ot relieve it from her or him, can bring tradional aachment reactions

crymg, following, and slopging of play when the father [eaves, touching, creaung prox
imity, and clinging when he returns.'? Kotelchuck shows, however, that attachment
behavior was stronger toward mothers than fathers, though mothers and fathers were

closer 1o each other than either was to the stranger
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This statement does not mean that mothers have no interests apart
from their children—we all know that this kind of overinvestment is
“bad” for children. But social commentators, legislators, and most
clinicians expect women's interests to enhance their mothering and
expect women to want only interests that do so. Psychoanalytic theory
is paradigmatic here, as Balint's use of “all of us” suggests.

Psychoanalytic accounts assume that good and desirable maternal
care will indeed arise from the mother’s “empathy” with her infant
and her treatment of it as an extension of herself—as someone whose
interests she knows through total regressive identification, or as some-
one whose interests are absolutely identical with her own. It seems to
me* that one explanation for the assumption that the baby's interest
is really the maternal interest and for the lack of analytic recognition
(in theory, though not in clinical accounts) of possible conflicting in-
terests is that these theories reproduce those infantile expeciations of
mothers which they describe so well. Anna Freud, as Alice Balint,
understands this tendency:

The mother is merely the representation and symbol of inevutable frustration
in the oral phase, just as the father in the oedipal phase is the representative
of inevitable phallic frustration which gives him his symbolic role of castrator.
The new concept of the rejecting mother has to be understood in the same
sensc as the familiar older concert of the castrating father. ... Even a most
devoted mother finds it a difficult task to fulfill her infant’s needs.'?

Children wish to remain one with their mother, and expect that
she will never have different interests from them; yet they define
development in terms of growing away from her. in the face of their
dependence, lack of certainty of her emotional permanence, fear of
merging, and overwhelming love and attachment, a mother looms
large and powerful. Several analytic formulations speak to this, and
to the way growing children come to experience their mothers. Moth-
ers, they suggest, come to symbolize dependence, regression, passiv-
ity, and the lack of adaptation to reality.!? Turning from mother (and
father) represents independence and individuation, progress, activ-
ity, and participation in the real world: “It is by turning away from
our mother that we finally become, by our different paths, grown
men and women."!*

These attitudes, and the different relations to mother and father,
are generalized as people grow up. During most of the early period,
gender is not salient to the child (nor does it know gender categories).

*With due recognition of the riskiness of sociology of knowledge evaluations of

validity, and especially of the way psychoanalytic “insights” have been used within the
field of psychoanalysis itself to discredit opposing theories.
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However, the fact that the child’s earliest relationship is with a woman
becomes exceedingly important for the object-relations of subsequent
developmental periods; that women mother and men do not is pro-
jected back by the child after gender comes to count. Women's early
mothering, then, creates specific conscious and unconscious atmudtfs
or expectations in children. Girls and boys expect am'i assume women's
unique capacities for sacrifice, caring, and mothering, and associate
women with their own fears of regression and powerlessness. They
fantasize more about men, and associate them with idealized virtues

and growth.

THE MATERNAL ROLE

Psychoanalysts agree on a clinical-conception of wha.t corlnstitulcs
“good mothering.” Because of the infant’s absolute physiological and
psychological dependence, and the total lack of development of its
adaptive ego faculties, the mother must initially make “total environ-
mental provision” for her infant. This provision includes more than
simple fulfillment of physiological needs and relief of drives. Mater-
nal care is crucial for the infant's eventual ability to deal with anxiety
and 1o master drives and environment.'®

If the mother fails to serve as her infant's external ego, and re-
quires the infant to develop adaptive ego capacities before it is ready,
ot if she controls the environment and serves as an adaptive ego for
too long, the infant is prevented from developing capacities to deal
with anxiety. Those relational capacities and that sense of being which
form the core of the integrative “central ego” do not emerge. The
mother must know when and how to begin to allow the child to dif-
ferentiate from her—to allow some of the functions which she pro-
vides to be taken over by the infant’s budding adaptive ego capaci-
ties.2® Thus, she must guide her child’s separation from her. in the
process, she often awakens her child’s ambivalence toward her, a.nd
unintentionally brings on its rejection of her and of the care which
she has provided. _

These processes take place on a physical level as well. The infant
develops the physical capacity to go away from the motl'lcr before it
has an operative conception of a psychologically “safe” distance from
its mother. Therefore, the mother begins with almost total respon-
sibility for what Bowlby describes as the “maintenance of proximity.“
Through the child’s early years, however, responsibilily for the main-
tenance of proximity shifts, and must shift, to the child. By the end
of the child’s third year, it maintains proximity as much as does its
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mother; thereafter the maintenance of proximity is increasingly left
to the child.

At every stage of this changeover, the mother must be sensitive
to what the child can take and needs. She needs to know both when
her child is ready to distance itself and to initiate demands for care,
and when it is feeling unable to be distant or separate. This transition
can be very difficult because children at this early stage may one min-
ute sense themselves merged with the mother (and require complete
anticipatory understanding of their needs), and the next, experience
themselves as separate and her as dangerous (if she knows their needs
in advance). The mother is caught between engaging in “maternal
overprotection” (maintaining primary identification and total depen-
dence too long)*! and engaging in “maternal deprivation” (making
premature demands on her infant’s instrumentality).?* Winnicott de-
scribes the magic mother: "If now [when the child begins to be ca-
pable of giving signals) she knows too well what the infant needs, this
is magic and forms no basis for an object relationship,"??

The ability to know when and how to relinquish control of her
infant, then, is just as important as a mother's initial ability to provide
total care. I have described Winnicott's claim that a failure in this lat
ter task leads the infant to develop only reactively. But a mother
may fulfill her initial responsibilities to her infant, and then not be
able to give up this total control. Winnicott suggests that in such a
case, an infant has two options. Either it must remain permanently
regressed and merged with its mother, or it must totally reject
its mother, even though this mother has, until now, been a "good
mother” from the infant’s point of view.

The accounts of these theorists suggest that good maternal be-
havior requires both a constant delicate assessment of infantile needs
and wants and an extreme selflessness. Winnicott, for instance, points
out that the infant is aware only of the failure of maternal care—of
the overwhelming disruptions which result from too little care, and
the lack of autonomy and sense of effectiveness which result from too
much—and otherwise takes this care for granted. The infant is un-
aware of satisfactory care from the mother, because it is “almost a
continuity of the physiological provisions of the prenatal state.”** In
similar terms, Michael Balint, in his description of primary love, has
pointed out that the satisfactions of this love bring well-being and
tranquillity and fulfill infantile expectations, whereas the failure to
satisfy it brings a violent and intense reaction.*

*Bowlby provides a telling example of the taken-for-grantedness which psychoan-
alytic theorists expect of and attribute to mothers, in the form of a sentimental chapter

cpigraph:
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Analysts do not consider their prescriptions difficult for most
“normal” mothers to fulfill. This is because of their view of the special
nature of mothers, mothering, and mother-infant relationships.
(Mothering, effuses Winnicott, is an “extraordinary condition which
is almost like an illness, though it is very much a sign of health."*®)
They suggest that women get gratification from and fulfill maternal
role expectations at a fundamentally different level of experience
from that of any other human relationship. Mothering requires and
elicits relational capacities which are unique. Analysts emphasize that
the mother-infant relationship provides gratification to mother as
well as infant, and that good-enough mothering is done through em-
pathy, primary identification, and experiencing the infant as contin-
uous with the self and not separate.

Analysts stress different aspects of mutuality in the mother-infant
relationship. Benedek, for instance, claims that the relationship cen-
ters on oral and alimentary psychological issues, fantasies, modes of
relating—for both mother and infant.?” Alice Balint makes the more
general claim that the infant’s lack of reality principle and its primary
love toward its mother is reciprocated by the mother. Mother and
infant are instinctually interdependent: “The two parties in this re-
lation are libidinously equal. Libidinally the mother is receiver and
giver to the same extent as her child.”*® This “interdependence of the
reciprocal instinctual aims"*® enables the infant’s primary love based on
naive egoism to work. It can afford to ignore possible opposing in-
terests on the part of the mother because, according to Balint, mother’s
and baby's interests are completely complementary. For the mother,
also, the interests of her baby are the same as her own, and gratifi-
cation is always mutual: “What is good for one is right for the other
als0.”?® Furthermore, both love for the mother and mother love are
remote from reality: “Just as the child does not recognize the separate
identity of the mother, so the mother looks upon her child as a part
of herself whose interests are identical with her own,™!

Women get gratification from caring for an infant, analysts gen-
erally suggest, because they experience either oneness with their in-
fant or because they experience it as an extension of themselves. The
basis for “good-enough” early mothering is “maternal empathy” with
her infant, coming from total identification with it rather than (more
intellectual) “understanding of what is or could be verbally ex-
pressed” about infantile needs:

They must go free/Like fishes in the sea
Or starlings in the skiess'Whilst you remain
The Shore where casually they come again.*
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The important thing, in my view, is that the mother through identification
of herself with the infant knows what the infant feels like and so is able 10
provide almost exactly what the infant needs in the way of holding and in
the provision of an environment generally. Without such idenufication I con-
sider that she is not able 1o provide what the infant nceds at the beginning,
which is a live adaptation to the infant's needs.”®

Christine Olden claims that the mother, during her infant's first few
weeks, “gives herself up and becomes one with him."?® The mother
feels “a new kind of love for the child who is at once her own self and
yet separate and outside, [and] concentrates entirely on the infant."*!
For these theorists, gratification of the infant serves the same psy-
chological purpose as self-gratification, because the infant is one with
the self of the mother and their interests are therefore identical.

Many mothers and infants are mutually gratified through their
relationship, and many mothers enjoy taking care of their infants.
Still, when we say that the mother-infant relationship has been exclu
sive, mutual, and special, this means different things from the child's
point of view than from its mother’s.

For the child, the relation to its mother i its social experience and
guarantees its psychological and physical development. The infant
relates to its mother, in reality and in fantasy, or it does not relate
For the mother, the relationship has a quality of exclusivity and mu-
tuality, in that it does not include other people and because it is dif-
ferent from relationships to adults. However, a mother also partici-
pates in her family and in the rest of the community and society. She
experiences herself as a socialized adult member of this society and
knows the meanings of family, child-rearing, and mothering within
it. She usually participates in 2 marriage with a deep sexual division
of labor, in which she is financially dependent,* and she expects her
husband to be dominant. Her mothering, then, is informed by her
relationship to her husband, her experience of financial dependence,
her expectations of marital inequality, and her expectations about
gender roles.

For sociologists Parsons and Bales, the asymmetry in this situation
is crucial®® It typifies the asymmetry which founds their theory of
development. For them, the mother represents a “superordinate” so-
cial system as well as participating in the mother-child social system.
As a representative of this larger system, and with encouragement
from it, she socializes the child into it, by denying reciprocity. The
child’s integration into larger social units as it grows up proceeds ac-

*This is almost inevitable in contemporary marriage, given the income and earnings
inequality of men and women.
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cording to the same principle, in which the socializing agent plays a
part in two systems and uses this dual participation to move the child
from one to the other.

The analytic account, by contrast, tends to see only the psycho-
logical level of the maternal role. Even at this level, only Benedek and
Alice Balint at least mention a potential psychological asymmetry in
the mother-infant mutuality and suggest that this lack of symmetry
requires the infant to emerge from its naive egoism. It is not sur-
prising that only women analysts mention this.* Male theorists (Bowlby
and Winnicott are cases in point) ignore the mother’s involvements
outside of her relationship to her infant and her possible interest in
mitigating its intensity. Instead, they contrast the infant’s moves to-
ward differentiation and separation to the mother’s attempts to retain
symbiosis.**

Though the analytic formulation is extreme in its lack of recog-
nition of the differences in commitment, the analysts nevertheless
point to important characteristics of the mother-infant relationship
and to necessary maternal (or parental) capacities. The particular
characteristics they point to, moreover, indicate when, in human de-
velopment, parental capacities {irst arise. Empathy, the sense of the
infant as an extension of the self, reciprocated primary love, primary
identification and sense of oneness, orality, mutual mother-infant at-
tachment, are part of both contemporary mother-infant relationships
and, as my account of early development makes clear, relational states
of the incipient infantile ego.

Analysts explain how some adults—that is, mothers—come to
reexperience these originally infantile states. They imply that em-
pathy, or experiencing the child as continuous with the self, may grow
partially out of the experience of pregnancy and nursing (though
nonbiological mothers can be fine parents). However, their major
argument is that (with or without pregnancy and nursing) the ability
to parent an infant derives from having experienced this kind of re-
tationship oneself as a child and being able to regress—while re-
maining adult—to the psychological state of that experience.

On a theoretical level, then, anyone—boy or girl—who has partic-
ipated in a “good-enough” mother-infant relationship has the rela-

*Nor that a woman sociologist chose to make Benedek’s insight the take-off poimt
for an insightful ariicle on parenthood.

**1t is hard to tell whether Parsons and Bales fit this masculine pawern. They see
personality in terms of social roles and not enough in terms of psychological concep-
tions of personality. Thus, the theory does not indicate how mothers expertence their
participation in the two levels of social system which they describe.
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tional basis of the capacity for parenting. Benedek equates the total
early infantile experience with preparedness for parenting:

When the infant integrates the memory traces of gratified needs with his
developing confidence in his mother, he implants the confidence in his well-
being, in his thriving good self. In contrast, with the memory traces of frus-
trating experiences he introjects the frustrating mother as “bad mother” and
himself as crying and frustrated, as “bad self.” Thus he inculcates into his
Fsychic structure the core of ambivalence. These primary ego structures, con
idence and the core of ambivalence, originating in the rudimentary emo-
tional experiences of early infancy, are significant for the infant of either sex.
They determine the child's further relationships with his mother and through
it, 10 a great extent, his personality. A generation later these primary ego
structures can be recognized as motivating factors in the parental atutudes
of the individual.®’

This early experience does not differentiate by gender:

The primary drive organization of the oral phase, the prerequisite and con-
sequence of the metabolic needs which sustain growth, maturation, and lead
to the differentiation of the reproductive function, is the origin of parental
tendencies, of motherliness and fatherliness. It should then be emphasized,
as is evident, that the primary drive organization of the oral phase has no sex
differentiation; it is asexual.?®

Empirically, however, analysts assume that women will parent,
and that the parenting capacities laid down in people of doth genders
will be called up in women only. In some places, for instance, Benedek
assumes women'’s mothering and claims that the mother’s experiencing
of her relationship to her infant as oral and alimentary originates in
the oral relationship which she had with her own mother.** Winnicott
in the same vein bypasses the issue of gender and emphasizes that
regression to infantile feelings and the experience of oneness enables
a mother to empathize with her infant.*®

There is a contradiction here. All people have the relational basis
for parenting if they themselves are parented. Yet in spite of this,
women—and not men—continue to provide parental (we call it “ma-
ternal”) care. What happens to potential parenting capacities in males?

Because most analysts assume that physiology explains women's
child-care responsibilities (“It is women’s biological destiny to bear
and deliver, 1o nurse and to rear children”), they do not generally ask
this question. Those that do provide inadequate answers. Some who
argue that the foundations for parenting are laid down in both boys
and girls in the earliest relation to the mother assume subsequent
physiological differentiation. Benedek, for instance, speaks of “innate
maleness” and “innate femaleness,” though she never explains what
these consist in.!' Others hypothesize physiological bases for the wish
Jfor a child—Kestenberg's vaginal sensations*? or Freud's symbolic
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penis-baby equation (when a girl cannot get a penis, she substitutes
the wish for a child)**—but do not relate these to maternal capacities.
As 1 have argued here, physiology is not a sufficient explanation for
women’s current mothering role and capacities.

Another prevalent assumption is that girls naturally identify with
their mother as they grow up, and that this makes them into moth-
ers.* How and why this identification happens are left vague and
unanalyzed. But as cognitive psychologists have shown, children iden-
tify with a parent of a particular gender because they have already
learned that this is how to be appropriately feminine or masculine.*®
Identification is a product of conscious teaching about gender dif-
ferences, that is, a learning phenomenon. Psychoanalytic clinical stud-
ies illustrate particularly vividly how parents teach children about
what biological gender differences are supposed to mean, and what
their biology s supposed to entail for their adult role. The identifi-
cation they describe takes place in a socially constructed, heavily
value-laden context. Identification and learning clearly goes on, and
helps to make women into mothers, but these processes are not
sufficient.

Finally, analysts describe in persuasive clinical detail how the “wish
for a child™® or “the need to be pregnant™’ develops in specific
women out of their early relationship to their own mother, and es-
pecially out of the particular contradictions and conflicts within this.
Their accounts by implication claim to show how women in general
come to wish for a child, or need to be pregnant. Being a parent, they
argue, calls up a woman's early experience and relationship to her own
mother.

Both the form (primary identification, primary love, and so forth)
and the content of a mother's mutual relation with her infant grow
out of her early experience. Her mothering experience and expec-
tations are informed (for the most part unconsciously) by her own
childhood history, and her current and past relationships, both ex-
ternal and internal, to her own natal family. This history and these
relationships have over the course of her development come to have
their own independent psychological reality. A mother’s regression
to early relational stances in the course of mothering activates these
early constituted internal objeci-relationships, defenses, and conflicts.
Thus, a complex object world affects and gives character to even the
most seemingly psychologically private and exclusive mother-infant
relationship.

Klein discusses the dynamics of maternal regression and the iden-
tifications and interactions it entails.*® She speaks of the mother's
multiple identifications and the variety of internal object-relation-
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ships which go into her mothering. A mother identifies with her own
mother (or with the mother she wishes she had) and tries 10 provide
nurturant care for the child. At the same time, she reexperiences
herself as a cared-for child, thus sharing with her child the possession
of a good mother.

Both her identification with her mother and her reexperience of
self as child may lead to conflict over those particular issues from a
mother's own childhood which remain unresolved.** One mother, for
instance, may delight in the earliest mothering experience, when she
can attend to her infant’s early needs, and then withdraw and be re-
jecting when the child becomes more independent. Another may be-
have in exactly the reverse manner. Both alternatives depend on the
associations and (unconscious) memories and feelings related to these
issues in each’s own infancy. Motherhood may be a (fantasied) at-
tempt to make reparation to a mother’s own mother for the injuries
she did (also in fantasy) to her mother’s children (her siblings). Al-
ternatively, it may be a way to get back at her mother for (fantasied)
injuries done by her mother to her.

The contradiction remains, The experiences these accounts de-
scribe are experiences that children of both genders have. Yet none
of them explains why the wishes and conflicts which contribute to the
sense of self as parent, the desire to be a parent, and parenting ca
pacities and practices become activated in women and not in men.
They do not examine the dynamic or outcome of these same expe
riences, wishes, and conflicts in boys.*

CONCLUSIONS

Psychoanalytic theory describes a mother-infant relationship of par-
ticular quality, and argues that the foundation for the mother’s par
tictpation in such a relationship is laid in her early relationship to her
own mother. But the foundation for parenting is laid in a boy’s early
relationship to ks mother as well. The early relationship generates a
basic relational stance and creates potential parenting capacities in
everyone who has been mothered, and a desire to recreate such a
relationship as well. My account of the early mother-infant relation-

*Jacobson discusses the development of 4 “wish for a child™ 1 boys but in this case
treats it as the product of special complications and conflicts In her clinical case study
of the development of the wish for a child 1n a gul, the complications and conflicis she
describes are equally severe, and she describes an enormous amount ol exphen teach
ing about sex differences which obviously influenced the way they got resolved, that
is, in the wish for a child. Yet she weuts thus outcome as enurely unproblematic *

The Relation to the Mother 9f

ship in Western industrial society reveals the conscious and uncon-
scious attitudes and expectations that all people—male and female
—have of their mothers in particular, and of women in general.
These expectations build into the reproduction of mothering, but
expectations are not enough to explain or assure it.

Because neither the theory nor the clinical accounts directly ask
why women, and not men, parent, they cannot provide a complete
answer, The clinical focus on specific relational issues and uncon-
scious conflicts, however, and specific elements in a mother's early
relationship 1o her own mother, points us in the right direction, be-
yond vague appeals to identification and unsubstantiated biological
assumptions.

In what follows, I argue that the relationship to the mothe: differs
in systematic ways for boys and girls, beginning in the earliest period.
The development of mothering in girls—and not in boys—results
from differentiat object-relational experiences, and the ways these are
internalized and organized. Development in the infantile period and
particularly the emergence and resolution of the oedipus complex
entail different psychological reactions, needs, and experiences, which
cut off or curtail relational possibilities for parenting in boys, and
keep them open and extend them in girls.
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