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Psychoanalytic Theory 
The final theory of gender socialization we will explore also draws on psychology as a 

discipline but on a very different kind of psychology. We discussed Nancy Chodorow in 
Chapter 3 as an example of a feminist theorist attempting to provide an explanation for 
women's universal subordination that is based on a social, rather than on a biological, expla-
nation. Chodorow (1978) laid out her answer to this question in her book The Reproduction 
of Mothering, and you should be able to guess from the title where she locates her explana-
tion for women's universal subordination. Like gender schema theory, psychoanalytic theory 
is an explanation specific to the process of gender socialization, rather than beginning as an 
exploration of the process of socialization more generally. Rather than drawing on cognitive 
or behaviorist theory, Chodorow began with Freud's legacy of psychoanalysis as important 
to explaining the key causal factor in women's subordinate position: their status as mothers. 

Psychoanalydc theory begins with the importance of women's status as mothers and 
uses principles from Freud and others in the psychoanalytic tradition to explain the ways 
in which gender becomes deeply embedded in the psychic structure of our personalities. 
This is important to distinguishing psychoanalytic theory from other theories of gender 
socialization in which gender is a behavioral acquisition, something children pick up in the 
process of socialization. For psychoanalysts, gender is something that becomes deeply 
embedded in our personality structures very early in our development in ways that other 
theories of gender socialization do not adequately describe. 
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l h w this happens, it is necessary to understand a few c 

To understand exact Y O ·r· . h oncepts . h al t·c theory. The first is identt 1cat1on, ere used somewhat ct·r 
essential to psyc oan Y 1 . h 1 fer-
ently than it was in the context of social learning theory. Psyc ~analytic identification 
. . h. h a chi.ld modifies her own sense of self to incorporate some ab·l· 
1s the way m w 1c 1 1ty 
attribute or power she see in others (usually a parent) aro_und t~em. When a child is devel~ 

. ' f •ght or wrong he does not J·ust internahze a kind of miniature versi· opmg a sense o n , . . . . . on of 
th parent who tells him what is right or wrong. Rather, m 1dent1f1cat1on, that ability t 
di:tinguish between right and wrong becom~s a part of the child's own sense of self;~ 
becomes a sense of inner regulation for the chtld (Chodorow, 1978, p. 43). The other impor-
tant concept is that of ego boundaries, another term borrowed from Freud, which 
describes the sense of personal psychological division between ourselves and the world 
around us (Chodorow, 1978, p. 68). Ego boundaries are what help us figure out where the 
stuff called "me" stops and everything else begins. This may seem pretty self-evident, but 
from a psychoanalytic perspective, it's not as simple as it might seem. We're not born with 
ego boundaries; they are something we learn and develop in early childhood. 

In her formulation of psychoanalytic theory, Chodorow (1978) maintained many of the 
basic ideas of Freudian theory, including the Oedipal complex. But the end result of these 
processes is different; rather than focusing on the attainment of gender identity and het-
erosexuality, psychoanalytic theory is interested in the "relational potential" produced in 
people of different genders (p. 166). Identification occurs for both boys and girls with their 
mothers initially, as a result of the complete dependence of the infant on the mother as 
primary caregiver. In this very early phase of our development, occurring beyond our abil-
ity to remember consciously as adults, we have no sense of ego boundaries between our-
selves and our mothers. According to psychoanalytic theory, infants at this stage do not 
experience themselves as separate from their mothers. Eventually, though, infants come to 
see that although they are completely dependent on their mother for their survival, the 
reverse is not true; even the most dedicated of mothers has other concerns beyond her 
infant, and psychoanalytic theory focuses on how boys and girls resolve the tensions 
caused by this realization. In other words, if Mom has concerns that are not consistent with 
my own, Mom must actually be separate from me. The process is qualitatively different for 
boys and girls, which gives us radically different personality structures for men and women 
as adults. 

The Gender of Ego Boundaries 

Not to state the obvious, but fem ale infants are of the same gender as their mother. 
Because of this similarity, they can experience a sense of connection with their rnorhfrs 
for longer tha~ male infants. This is because, conveniently enough the gender identity tneY 
~:;:et~;e;;d1s ~~aila~le to them much more readily than it is to boys: girls can developl; 
addition.~ho:~r~:~~•~t:~ugh their direct personal relationship with their mo_~t::~al-
ized a sense of ge d . d ) gued that because mothers themselves have already 1 ·tar to 
them than their i~faert1 entity, they experience their infant daughters as more si~• sons 

n sons On some • sh thelf away in ways that they do n~t . unconscious level, mothers then pu hological 
push theu daughters. As a result of these early psyc 
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dynamic~ .. girls e~erge with a personality structure characterized by empathy and with less 
of an abihty to differentiate themselves from others. Feminine personality structure has 
less developed ego boundaries. 

M~le infants have the task before them of acquiring a masculine gender identity, 
despite the fact that their primary identification is with their mother, who represents 
feminine gender identity. How do boys acquire this masculine identity in the absence of 
an initial masculine identification? According to Chodorow, this is a problematic dynamic 
for masculine development as boys learn masculinity in the absence of an ongoing rela-
tionship with a male figure. In addition, to become masculine, boys must sever their sense 
of connection to and identification with their mothers. As a result of these underlying 
dynamics, the masculine personality structure emerges with a much more well-
developed sense of their separation from others. Men have stronger ego boundaries than 
do women. Masculinity is learned by boys in part as a rejection of what is feminine, 
including their identification with their mother. In the absence of this kind of strong rela-
tionship with other men, masculinity is learned by boys through the use of cultural ste-
reotypes, rather than through the kind of direct observation that girls experience with 
their mothers. This results in two important features of masculine gender identity: It is 
less stable than feminine gender identity, and it contains, as a basic element, a devalua-
tion of all things feminine. 

There are two important features to highlight about psychoanalytic theory. First, it 
explains not just how gender socialization occurs but also how the same process of gender 
socialization re-creates itself across generations. Girls who emerge from this developmen-
tal process more empathetic and with less of a sense of ego boundaries are predisposed to 
seek out the kind of nurturing involved in mothering, therefore, reproducing the same 
personality structure in their children. These processes of gender development don't just 
produce generic gender differences, they also produce a new generation of women whose 
personalities lead them to want to mother, and therefore to reproduce again in their own 
sons and daughters the same inevitable process. In Chapter 8, we will discuss the persis-
tence of women's roles as primary caregivers to children, even in families who consciously 
attempt a more equitable division of labor. Chodorow·s (1978) theory helps explain this 
persistence because the desire to mother is a fundamental part of feminine personalities. 
The second feature to note in psychoanalytic theory is that it also helps to explain the 
subordination of women through the development of masculine personality. Masculinity 
has a devaluation of women and therefore of the feminine built into its very structure. This 
neatly explains why women seem to be universally subordinate to men. Considering 
women to be inferior is an essential part of what it means to be masculine, according to 
identification theory. 

Psychoanalytic theory has had widespread influence and has inspired many studies to 
explore these dimensions of masculine and feminine personality (Belenky, Clincy, 
Goldberger, & To.rule, 1997; Gilligan, 1982; ~i~liams, 1991). ca_rol Gillig~n (~ 982) used iden-
tification theory to argue for a uniquely femmme approach to issues of Justice and morality. 
You might remember from our earlier discussion of F~eud ~h_at he pre~icted_ ~omen would 
have a much less developed sense of justice and morahty. Gtlhgan used identification theory 
to argue that women's morality is structured by the fact that they experience less of a sense 
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of separation between themselves and others in their envir~nment. So al_tho~gh traditional 
ideas of justice assume that right and wrong must be dete_rm1_ne~ by an obJect1ve devaluation 
of empathy and compassion, a more feminine sense of Justice ts deeply entwined With the 
idea of being able to take the position of others. Masculine ideas of justice are blind and 
assume that one can only determine what is just by ignoring the particulars of a person's 
situation. Feminine justice assumes that the unique set of particulars must be considered. 
Other studies have used psychoanalytic theory to explain the experiences of men in pre-
dominately female occupations, the attraction of young boys to sports, and gender differ-
ences in how women and men learn (Belenky et al., 1997; Messner, 1990; Williams, 1991). 

Psychoanalytic theory is a good example of the unique perspective feminist theory can 
bring to preexisting and gender-biased modes of thinking. Chodorow ( 1978) took Freudian 
theory's emphasis on women's problematic development and flipped it on its head, arguing 
that in some ways, women's psychological development is less fraught with difficulties 
than that of men. Both feminine and masculine personalities have their difficulties, but 
psychoanalytic theory reverses the tendency of Freudian theory to normalize masculinity 
while problematizing femininity. But by drawing on Freud and psychoanalysis as a model, 
psychoanalytic theory is subject to some of the same critiques. In psychoanalytic theory, 
most of the important events of gender socialization happen at a very early age, resulting 
in a relatively fixed gender identity by the time we are about two to three years of age. 

In addition, although psychoanalytic theory emphasizes the importance of social fac-
tors, namely the structure of the family, in its emphasis on unconscious processes that 
occur so early in our development, it can be considered an essentialist theory in its impli-
cations. That is, psychoanalytic theory implies that because gender differences become 
deeply embedded in the structure of our personalities, they are part of our essential natures 
and difficult to change. Other critics point out the difficulty of verifying the assumptions 
and predictions of psychoanalytic theory using empirical research. How do you prove that 
an infant experiences no sense of separation between himself or herself and his or her 
mother? How do you demonstrate the inherent instability of masculinity? Although some 
of the studies discussed attempt to demonstrate this in adults, proving the initial dynamics 
described in psychoanalytic theory is a difficult task. 

How are gender schema theory and psychoanalytic theory, which are theories influenced by 
feminism, different from social learning theory and cognitive-development theory, which were 
not developed with the influence of feminism? What questions do the latter two theories ask 
that seem consistent with what you've learned about feminism so far? 


