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Guided by images of the life cycle defined primarily from the 
perspective of men, our society has removed the important virtue of 
generativity as a crucial value of all life and relegated it to later stages of 
development. To its detriment society ignores the experience of many 
women—that is, the earlier psychological emphasis on caring for others 
and the moral development of an ethic of connectedness and mutuality 
that occurs prior to a "mid-life crisis" late in life. However, we cannot 
begin to comprehend or resolve many of today's pressing social issues— 
issues such as equal rights, abortion, childcare, women and job manage
ment1—without serious reconsideration of the role of this particular 
value in contemporary culture as a whole. So far, popular responses to 
these dilemmas lack a much-needed appreciation for women's 
psychological and moral development, particularly the development of 
care and generativity in women's lives. 

Prominent child psychologist Erik H. Erikson first articulated the 
conflict between generativity and stagnation as the primary focus of ma
ture adult development.2 In Generative Man practical theologian Don S. 
Browning characterizes generativity as the implicit moral and religious 
imperative operating at the core of Erikson's psychology.3 But according 
to Browning, Erikson, and others such as developmental psychologist 
Daniel J. Levinson and his colleagues in Seasons of a Man's Life* who 
build on Erikson's theory, this norm does not truly determine action until 
later in a person's life and then, in a distinctly restricted sense. The typi
cal pattern for "normal" persons, that is, for men, involves "becoming 
one's own man," climbing the "ladder" of success in the hierarchical 
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public world of labor and productivity. This calls for a second reading. 
Certain feminist and alternative developmental theories, I will argue, 
force us to reconsider the dominant cultural model of generativity: Both 
men and women must see qualities of interpersonal and crosscultural 
generativity as integral earlier in development, appearing as central 
values more explicitly in early adulthood and emerging as a profound 
virtue at the climax of adulthood. Without a more comprehensive view 
of generativity, we cannot begin to comprehend the emotional, moral, 
and spiritual turmoil that social innovations in human rights, job oppor
tunities, medical technology, and so forth create for women as well as for 
men.5 

The "Norm "for Development: A Man 's Definition 
Men have long defined "health" for women. This has had severe 

repercussions. Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English provide a power
ful portrayal of 150 years of the experts' advice to women. The Industrial 
Revolution displaced women from a patriarchal world in which nonethe
less, women possessed indispensable roles, particularly as midwives and 
respected healers of the family and community. When the market 
economy shattered the unity of work and home, public and private, the 
"Woman Question"—what would become of women in the modern 
world?—became a "gripping public issue" to which "men, men of the 
'establishment'—physicians, philosophers, scientists—addressed them
selves...in a constant stream of books and articles." Their answers rested 
upon the usurpation of the "ancient powers of women" and their 
authority upon denial of "the accumulated lore of generations of 
mothers."6 The general body of research and reflection on health con
tinues to exclude women both as subjects and as authors. Disparity be
tween theories of human development in medical, psychological, and 
ethical literature and women's experience signifies a problem in 
women's development, not an omission or error. Only in recent years 
have women begun to uncover the "ideology of a masculinist society" 
operating beneath this basic presupposition.7 

Erikson, and behind him, Freud, exemplify the problem. They num
ber among the more powerful "experts" who sought to solve women's 
"hysteria"8 or to explain the emptiness of their "inner space."9 They set 
standards for healthy development and the "normal" life cycle that cap
tivated the American public and permeated its consciousness. But 
despite their interest and even extensive therapeutic experiences with 
women,10 the assumed subject of most of their writings remains men. 
Thus they presume, claims critic Naomi Weisstein, to define the "true na
ture of women" over against male standards "with a certainty and a 
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sense of. . . infallibility rarely found in the secular world."11 While 
psychoanalysis has offered feminism a unique tool with which to dis
mantle male representations of reality, the basic psychoanalytic construc
tions about women only perpetuate their inherent inferiority.12 Because 
Freud conflated the generic with the masculine, he "took the woman's 
lack of a penis literally as an ontological defect," as theologian Rosemary 
Radford Ruether notes.13 Hence women's major development must in
volve by necessity a frustrated quest to receive from males, whether 
father, husband, or son, what they lack by nature. Similar to the classic 
theological view, this fundamentally limits their ability to develop into 
an autonomous, rational individual capable of the higher realms of intel
ligence and moral discipline. The best women can hope for is a fixated 
stage in "normal" (i.e., male) development: passive acceptance of 
biological fate and even masochistic, narcissistic resignation to a secon
dary and dependent destiny as vessels of male activity and vicarious ap
pendages of male offspring. In a word, women can never attain full 
humanity. 

Given the pervasive condescending attitude toward women during 
Freud's era, his rationalization of oppressive patriarchal social structures 
as inherent flaws in female biological nature should not surprise us. 
More troubling, however, is the perpetuation of this pattern through 
therapies, life cycle theories, and models of moral reasoning that con
tinue to promote certain masculinist images as normative. For the most 
part, ideals of development and moral discipline remain male-centered; 
women exist as the underside and helper. 

The Ideal of Generativity 
Does Erikson then simply perpetuate sexist sociocultural consensus 

as biological and psychological fact? In some ways, yes. With a slight 
change of phrase, Erikson says a woman's fulfillment rests upon filling 
her "inner space" with offspring of "chosen men" and upon "a biologi
cal, psychological, and ethical commitment to take care of human infan
cy."14 But despite the parallels with Freud in the former phrase, the lat
ter—the "biological, psychological, and ethical commitment to take care 
of human infancy"—represents for Erikson not a duty placed upon 
women alone but an essential and highly prized virtue for all human 
beings. He himself worked extensively with children and never entirely 
forsook his identity as an artist after his mother. He found in Anna 
Freud, the founder of child analysis, not her father, his example of a 
psychoanalytic presence. These factors, among others, led him to value 
patterns, interconnections, mutuality, and care. For him, generativity— 
"the concern in establishing and guiding the next generation"—both 
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defines adult maturity for women and men and according to Browning, 
comes to comprise the implicit normative bedrock of Erikson's entire 
theory. 

The virtue of care and the idea of generativity is at once the second to 
last stage in the "eight ages of man" and the ethical axis of the cycle of 
generations as a whole. The evolution of "virtue," Erikson's name for 
"ego strength," occurs with the "epigénesis" of the ego, "the seat of 
ethics," throughout life. He divides this epigénesis into a hierarchical se
quence of eight stages and their corresponding "crises" or conflicts. At 
each stage different virtues emerge in a delicate developmental balance 
of "strengths" and "weaknesses." Ultimately virtue depends upon (1) 
healthy resolution of prior conflicts and the ascending, progressive 
building of one strength upon the next; and (2) an intricate interaction be
tween biological need or impulse, the developing self, and ultimately, a 
responsive social context. In his treatment of each life phase then, 
mutuality and care for others as they interact with oneself in the cycle of 
generations determines growth and not simply the libidinal and aggres
sive forces behind the penis. 

Based on Freud's extremely negative view of moral authority "hold
ing sway" in the superego,15 many persons assume that all psychology 
tends to discredit moral thinking. Not so with Erikson.16 Granted, a nar
row, conventional, superego-dominated morality fosters pathological 
conflict. But persons can develop a higher ego-ruled ethics that allows for 
the possibility of creative conflict and constructions. The capacity for 
ethics remains "an emergent phenomenon." As Browning points out: 

The truly ethical stage of development does not begin to be visible until adoles
cence and does not mature until the stages of 'generativity' and 'wisdom' 
which occur during the middle and later stages of adulthood. But all the 
preceding stages are important for later ethical capacities. The capacity for 
higher generativity (which is of the very essence of ethical living) has its foun
dations in the very beginning of life. 

In the idea of generativity, Erikson implicitly promotes an encom
passing orientation to life that Browning describes as "the culture of 
care."18 He presupposes a "generative ethic" centered around concern for 
and identification with family and the wider horizons of community and 
succeeding generations of communities. He never specifically articulates 
this view; he sees "generativity" as simply the adult stage of maturity. 
But as Browning demonstrates, the vision of the generative task has 
"great general significance for all of his writing."19 From its perspective, 
all human activities are judged. The highest good is "the maintenance of 
life" or the "regeneration of the cycle of generations." On occasion he 
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discusses this in terms of care for what one has generated, "mutuality," 
"an ecology of mutual activation," or even as a modern version of the 
Golden Rule: "Truly worthwhile acts enhance a mutuality between the 
doer and the other—a mutuality which strengthens the doer even as it 
strengthens the other."20 

At this point in his conception of the generative act and the 
metaphor of parenting Erikson's theories have important affinities with 
feminist understandings and with the addition of a feminist critique, sig
nificant implications for contemporary social ethics and politics. While 
certainly not a feminist before his time, in this idea he holds certain 
values that possess affinity with trends in feminist studies. But the term 
and the ideal itself seem ripe for misappropriation. Male-dominated 
psychological and moral theory as well as male-run institutions have 
come to think about generativity largely in terms of producing. Brown
ing tempers this somewhat by emphasizing that generativity ultimately 
means a taking care of what (although not particularly who) one has 
produced. And Erikson himself uses the term broadly as a metaphor for 
an adulthood centered on relationships, not simply as another term for 
career advancement. Although generativity includes "procreativity, 
productivity, and creativity,"21 these popular synonyms, he insists, can
not and should not replace it.22 

But, in fact, they have. Erikson and Browning insinuate and 
Levinson's study demonstrates a progressive restriction of the ideal. 
Levinson's empirical survey of the patterns of male development based 
upon biographical interviews of forty men ages 17 to 47 illustrates that 
men pursue generating at the cost of preserving. Relying on Erikson's 
life cycle theory, he reveals a dramatic contradiction between Erikson's 
and Browning's abstract theories and the lives of men. His study cap
tures an essential feature of the patterns of men's development: in our 
society as early as age 17 the products of "a man's work" are the sin
gular "vehicle for the fulfillment or negation of central aspects of the 
self."23 Adulthood means "generativity" but now understood largely in 
a technical, product-oriented sense. The men studied pass through 
Erikson's phase of generativity, placing its foci in the sphere of work, 
not in connections to others—whether friends, colleagues, wife, or 
children. "Adult" men have few intimate relations. When they choose to 
pursue relationships, they are byproducts of mature adult development, 
seldom the ideal, point, or goal; they help support "the Dream" but are 
not essential to its fulfillment. The wife, "special (loved and loving) 
woman," is "the true mentor" simply because she tries to further her 
husband's advancement: 
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Her special quality lies in her connection to the young man's Dream. She helps 
to animate the part of the self that contains the Dream. She facilitates his entry 
into the adult world and his pursuit of the Dream... shares it, believes in him 
as its hero, gives it her blessing, joins him... and creates a 'boundary space' 
within which his aspirations can be imagined and his hopes nourished. 

That a man might learn to give comparable care and create space for 
a woman's or a child's dreams seems absurd. Or, at least it does not ap
pear an essential aspect of development in the lives of the men studied. 
Whereas women strive to foster such space and base their self-image 
around the question "Am I giving enough?" men ask "Am I a doer?" As 
psychologist Jean Baker Miller notes, giving remains an "added luxury" 
after a man has paid his dues in productivity.25 At least until the mid-life 
crisis as late as age 40, relationships are means to an end. Wife and 
children, colleagues and fellow employees are viewed in a distinctly 
materialistic or instrumentalist way. 

Developmentalist Douglas C. Kimmel, author of the textbook Adul
thood and Aging, and George Vaillant in Adaptation to Life join Levinson as 
examples of the constriction of Erikson's term. Kimmel defines 
generativity as "a sense of productive accomplishment," whether 
through work or as a parent, "so that there will be something one has 
done that will outlive oneself" (is a child "something one has done"?). 
He does not even mention generativity in his chapter on "Families and 
Singles." He actually places "rearing children and managing a home" in 
parentheses when listing factors that help resolve the crisis of 
generativity.26 This task remains subsidiary, parenthetically reserved for 
women, and undervalued. For Vaillant, generativity simply refers to a 
mid-life stage of "Career Consolidation" focused upon achievements and 
rewards.27 The idea of caring for the "production" drops out completely. 

Not surprisingly, given this narrow perception of generativity 
centered around obtaining and owning products, the men in Levinson's 
investigation often experience a midlife crisis. Men abruptly question the 
emptiness of the path that they have chosen and reconsider the value of 
various relationships. Others such as Jan Halper in Quiet Desperation,2* 
James E. Dittes in The Male Predicament,29 and James B. Nelson in The In
timate Connection30 confirm that men have begun to experience the strain 
of their formulaic career patterns or what Nelson calls "masculinization" 
or the ideology of "hegemonic masculinity." The four thousand execu
tive men that Halper interviews have become increasingly disillusioned 
by the "fruits" of their "success." Although neither Halper, Dittes, Levin-
son, or Nelson draw this conclusion, I would contend that the crisis as 
each depicts it has relevance primarily for men rather than for women 
and results directly from an implicit cultural value that pushes men to 
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ignore generative relationships and to focus upon acquisitions of voca
tional success. At forty—an age that seems long delayed in light of 
women's development—only a kind of "crisis" may force men to recog
nize the importance of various attachments, whether wife, children, or 
others, previously devalued and ignored as marginal. As Levinson notes, 
men finally attempt "a more equal weighing of attachment and separate-
ness."31 At last they realize that others are not "products" and do not 
exist solely for the promotion of their own dream. Success of this dream 
becomes less critical. Some of the men Halper studied respond to their 
"quiet desperation" by changing their lives and redefining what it means 
to be a man in today's world. Generativity in a fuller sense may become a 
possibility. 

But how possible? Levinson, Erikson, and Browning all assume that 
the virtue of care for what one has generated cannot emerge fully until 
later in adulthood. Even if it were true that authentic generativity must 
await the forties, they fail to account for just how such a capacity to 
produce, care, and nurture can grow out of a series of stages that clearly 
prioritize other divergent values—self-assertion, independence, and 
even overt disregard for what one has created. If "only the initial stage of 
trust versus mistrust suggests the type of mutuality that Erikson means 
by intimacy and generativity," as Harvard professor Carol Gilligan ob
serves, how can intimacy or generativity even emerge in adulthood?32 

All the stages in between promote separateness and as in Levinson's 
study, have "individuation" as their ultimate goal. Browning does em
phasize the way in which each stage contributes indirectly to the virtue 
of care and generativity.33 But neither Browning or Erikson make entire
ly clear how generativity is actually woven into a childhood centered 
around autonomy and will, initiative and purpose, industry and com
petence. In the latter stage, for instance, the child, actually the boy, 
focuses on "industry" or "work roles" in "line with the ethos of produc
tion," learning to master the technical tools of the trade. But is this the 
case for girls? At this age it is not uncommon for girls to begin to focus 
instead on cooperating and caring for life's smaller beings:younger 
children, dolls, stuffed and live animals. Although Erikson acknow
ledges the significance of intimacy in a woman's resolution of the iden
tity crisis, he does not draw upon women's experience to broaden his 
definition of this stage or any other for that matter and his general chart 
of the life cycle remains unchanged. 

The midlife shifts that Levinson reports—in what and whom to care 
for and how to care—come too little, too late with too many restrictions. I 
question whether men can truly achieve such a dramatic alteration in 
their fundamental priorities at this point. How can men ultimately recon-
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cile the values for care and mutuality with the deepseated status given to 
"Becoming One's Own Man"—a separate, self-sufficient authority not 
subject to dependence on or the impact of others? How can men relin
quish ingrained patterns of climbing to "the top rung" of the ladder?34 

This has always demanded that attachments be "surrendered" or at least 
regarded as secondary or tertiary. How can one change such a basic 
orientation to life and begin to develop in midlife attributes of 
generativity? In few instances does Levinson actually provide example 
of meaningful attachments that do occur and endure beyond the crisis. 
Ambivalence about intimacy prevails. Even if the men do realize sig
nificant values of care and connection at some point, this realization stills 
symbolizes more a failure or loss of "success" as patriarchial society has 
defined it than a redefinition of the meaning of the word itself. 

Generativity and Social Issues of Work and Love 
Redefinition is ultimately what society requires, however, if we hope 

to resolve many demanding social issues related to women. It is not far
fetched to conclude that as difficulty handling concerns of generativity 
increases so does the ability to solve satisfactorily current dilemmas. One 
primary means of experiencing generativity—the institution of mother
hood and parenthood itself—lies before us in question. We must now ask 
what seemed obvious: Why do we want to become mothers or fathers? 
Why do we want children in the first place? Even if having children is a 
socially-imposed and limiting ideal of fulfillment for women, as many 
feminists rightfully argue, this does not preclude the potential sig
nificance of bearing and nurturing a child for self-development and for 
enhancement of society. Indeed, as Erikson indicates, generativity builds 
upon and enhances identity development for both men and women.35 

When such generation fails or when healthy alternative forms do not 
arise to fill the gap, "stagnation"—to use Erikson's word—and regres
sion to previous stages result. So important is generativity, he asserts, 
that its denial has as severe repercussions as the "denial of sexuality"—it 
is "as severe a source of inner tension."36 While persons take sexual 
frustration seriously, they tend to overlook the pathology caused by 
"generative frustration."37 

Or, in an attempt to resolve such frustration, people look to science for 
highly technical, product-oriented answers. And the realm of reproduc
tive engineering, pushing ahead so rapidly that it is virtually impossible 
to remain up to date, happily provides and even imposes not just immedi
ate answers but new images of human fulfillment. Where before women 
readily recognized the limitedness of human life within even the monthly 
modulations of their bodies, now the many available technologies tempt 
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toward endless conquest and toward a reduction of conception to 
metaphors of production. Indeed, hasn't the "climbing the ladder" motif 
already crept into the fascination with new reproductive technologies? 

In a similar vein but in the realm of work, the ideal of generativity 
has become skewed in another way. Public generativity in the "work 
world," separated so sharply from the values of home and care, receives 
an impoverished, one-sided reading. As we saw in Levinson and others, 
only those men (and now women) who enter the upper eschelons, work 
long hours, and demonstrate heavy output see themselves as "genera
tive." Given this reading, women beginning careers in the current decade 
face a serious conflict between models of generativity as their mothers 
have exemplified it, as feminists have redefined it, and ultimately, as the 
male-defined capitalist world has embodied it. In institutions now 
shaped by both the standards of a patriarchal society and the gains of the 
"first feminist wave," they must find ways to work out a personal and 
professional identity with integrity. Hence the struggles over childcare, 
maternity or paternity leaves, "mommy tracks," and so on, I would 
stress, are not simply a matter of the practical problems of working 
women but rather reflect a much deeper conflict between at least two dif
ferent images of generativity—of mature womanhood and adulthood— 
and their related value systems. The change in the make-up of the work 
force has not yet had much impact on the patriarchal structures and 
criteria of productivity of the corporation or the institution. We consis
tently underestimate the reluctance by those entrenched in power to 
transform definitions of success. And we overestimate the capacity of 
changes in hiring policies to alter attitudes. Critiquing the male sex role 
and prerogatives is not enough. Strong advocacy for women is crucial. 
But this is still not enough. We must redefine the very nature of work and 
love as the Western world understands these terms. 

Erikson expresses a concern that today "generative frustration" has 
gotten submerged in "the dominant technological ethos of birth con
trol."38 He recommends an alternative route. Persons ought to consider 
"a more universal care concerned with a qualitative improvement" for 
every child born.39 In this statement he pushes us to both limit and 
broaden our horizons of the meaning of generativity. Simply stated, 
"man" must learn "to restrain his capacity for unlimited propagation, in
vention, and expansion"; generative responsibilities extend far beyond 
producing biological offspring or technological productivity. He calls us 
to universal "generative responsibility toward all human beings," not 
only through "contraceptives and food packages" but through a 
"guarantee to each child [of the] chance" for full development and 
through a guarantee for well-being justly distributed.40 
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But Erikson avoids the troubling question of the requisite social 
structures, rituals, and institutions necessary to make genuine 
generativity for men and women a realizable possibility. For the most 
part, he ignores gender division in and conflict over the interpretation 
and enactment of generativity. Likewise, even though his book is more 
current, Levinson does not deal with the dramatic changes that have oc-
cured as women enter the public work world or as society debates new 
definitions of masculinity and feminity. Browning does express concern 
that modern society, so busy in its technological generation of products, 
has lost the rudimentary means to conserve, preserve, maintain, and 
generally take care of itself and the highly advanced technological crea
tions that it continues to generate. Erikson, he believes, identifies the 
"problem of modern man" as "his nongenerative mentality—his inability to 
care for what he creates." "Man" remains nongenerative "in the way he 
treats his children, builds his buildings, conducts his science, experiments 
with his technology, and ravishes his environment."41 Here I believe it 
important to retain the masculine pronoun. Browning, however, fails to 
perceive the masculinist, patriarchal roots and overtones of the problem. 

Feminist Revisions: Generativity Redefined 
In the concept of generativity, Browning and Erikson have proposed 

a significant moral ideal and model of maturity. But they have not under
stood its full implications nor foreseen how the concept might be mis
construed when interpreted only from the perspective of men or when 
its integral dimensions become artificially divided (publically men 
produce; privately women take care). In their onesided attention to mas
culine experience as normative to the exclusion of the feminine, Erikson, 
Browning, and Levision only tell a part of the story. I do not consider it 
surprising that, in his first book on Erikson, Browning initially names 
Erikson's normative ideal "generative man." Although partly a technical 
blunder that now has Browning apologizing for his exclusive language, 
it remains a slip subtlely revealing the predominant orientation of 
Erikson's ideal and Browning's study—man. 

Can we begin to re-envision the self and its development in a way that 
reflects women's understandings of generativity and corrects masculinist 
misappropriations? Certainly before we can respond adequately to current 
concerns of work and home, we must begin to articulate (1) a more com
prehensive normative image of development and (2) an ethic that includes 
the experience of women and their appreciation for a fuller definition of 
generativity and care. Alternative understandings of selfhood and a coin
ciding ethic may not resolve the pragmatic dilemmas but may at least allow 
us to consider the possibilities in a context more sensitive to women. 
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The Generative Self: Its Development Reconceived 
Drawing on her work with process theologian John Cobb, Catherine 

Keller spins out a thesis in her recent book. From a Broken Web,42 that 
threatens to change the way all persons construe themselves. She bases 
her argument upon two seemingly simple but integrally related ideas— 
separation and sexism. These two notions, she contends, "have func
tioned together as the most fundamental self-shaping assumptions of our 
culture." Simply put, the assumption of separation is that "selfhood re
quires separation"; the assumption of sexism, "that men, by nature and 
by right, exercise the primary prerogatives of civilization."43 As her ex
tremely rich exegesis shows, hand in hand these assumptions have , 
penetrated the very fabric of the individual psyche of Western civiliza
tion and the most abstract reaches of its metaphysics. One of Levinson's 
sentences is a prime example: without hesitation or qualification he 
claims that it is "separation" that "fosters growth;" he implies that at
tachments hinder it.44 Growth through dependence seems fraught with 
danger. 

The pervasive anxiety about attachments in Levinson and implicitly 
in Browning and Erikson is not simply a result of differences in gender 
development. But we can begin there. In a classic sociologie extension of 
psychoanalytic insights to familial and sexual inequality, Nancy 
Chodorow argues that because women have universally taken the main 
responsibility for raising children, girls and boys develop in radically dif
ferent ways. Girls find in mother someone with whom to identify, boys 
someone from whom they must eventually distance themselves. Thus 
women learn to define themselves through connection to and empathie 
identification with others, men through separation and individuation.45 

Carol Gilligan extends this thesis to moral development. Albeit at 
times oversimplied and even stereotyped for the sake of analysis, she un
derstands women's ethical perceptions within a distinct developmental 
context. Whereas men's moral understandings parallel a development 
from aggression to separation through achievements, women's percep
tions reflect growth from differentiation to interdependence through at
tachments. While women's moral decisions are shaped by their percep
tions of danger in situations of competition and by their fears of isola
tion, men's decisions are shaped by their perceptions of danger in in
timacy and by their fears of entrapment and betrayal.46 Men have trouble 
with concrete, relational, nonhierarchical moral thinking, women with 
abstract, universalistic moral premises. Women have problems in know
ing their own thoughts and desires, men in understanding human con
nections. By ignoring these maturational differences or by labeling 
womens' uniquenesses derogatorily as deviations from a masculine 
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norm, we have lost sight of a critical line of development for both men 
and women, the development of intimacy, relationships, and care—cru
cial elements in a fuller actualization of generativity. 

But the divergence in gender development fails to account completely 
for the extreme idealization of separation that leads to discrepancies in 
theories and enactments of generativity. Keller offers us further explanation. 
Having read Gilligan and Chodorow alongside ancient and contemporary 
texts in mythology, theology, and philosophy, she suggests that a much 
deeper fear of merger and self-dispersion underlies the theories and 
problems that we have studied here. Indeed a fundamental fear has per
meated society for centuries. From Aristotle's disdainful views of women's 
role in reproduction47 to the matricidal conquering of the "deep" in 
Genesis48 to Freud's desire to oust the oceanic,49 civilization has feared and 
hated the chaotic interconnections that women embody. In various ways 
it has preceded to slay, repress, and tear the web that women weave apart. 

It is this fear of the maternal and feminine web that motivates the 
insistence on the ideal of a purely separate, monolithic ego and by exten
sion, the insistence on a limited public ideal of a generativity that even
tuates in a quasi-generative self accumulating products from a safe dis
tance. Conceptions of selfhood have followed the classical dyad of the 
Greek myth of the warrier-hero Odysseus and woman-in-waiting 
Penelope—Keller's root metaphor for the dynamics of the idealization of 
separation. Odysseus represents the "self-enclosed subject, remaining 
self-identical through out its exploits in time," unaffected by its relations, 
busy in its heroic accomplishments.50 To spin and wait upon the hero's 
return from adventure and to support the appearance of independence, 
Penelope developes a self literally and figuratively able to dissolve into 
the more substantive self of the man.51 She becomes what Levinson calls 
a "transitional figure," a mere "component" of the man's self-structure.52 

Woman is artist Shel Silverstein's "missing piece"—not much by herself, 
useful only as she cares for and resolves the man's incompletion, and de
pendent upon the selfhood of men (husband or son) for her very being.53 

This classic pair of Odysseus and Penelope repeats itself in American 
myths (Daniel Boone, the Lone Ranger) and more precisely, in every par
ticular relationship between man and woman and their definitions of 
generativity. The God of classical Christian theology Himself, as an ul
timately separate object, self-sufficient and safe from change and in
fluence in His ("this God could only take the pronoun he") complete om
nipotence,54 embodies the supreme case of a restricted generativity. 
Similarly, classic moral philosophy upholds the spectre of Kant's "impar
tial observer" who looks down from above and arrives at a objective 
resolution from this distant height. 
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This may not explain exhaustively the roots of restricted interpreta
tions of the virtue of generativity and the problems that men have with 
affiliations. But it does position the conversation within a broader cul
tural context, one characterized by a deep ambivalence about connection 
and the embodiment of generativit/s many facets. It may also account 
for the social forces that relativize the woman's procreative role and 
privatize the value of caring. Even as we reappropriate values and rights 
of women, women themselves continue to struggle with their ingrained 
antipathy toward themselves and their desire to get away from their in
herent connectedness by imitating the patriarchal ideal of separate 
selfhood and product-oriented generativity. But knowing what we know 
about the meaningfulness of conversation, of intimacy, of caring for 
children, of bonds that do not bind, do women really want what men 
fashion for themselves? Keller thinks not. Indeed, she claims it impera
tive that woman not "emulate the... style of the traditional male."55 The 
implications of doing so extend far beyond the individual. 

In her constructive response to the problematic of sexism and separa-
tiveness, Keller believes that we must (1) deconstruct the destructive 
ideals of the separative self (Keller replaces "separate" self with "separa
tive" to indicate the fallacy of the former) that hold us so tightly within 
their grip; (2) reclaim the power of our mothers, of femininity, and of 
women—the repression of connection itself; and ultimately (3) begin to 
live out a new kind of selfhood that embraces connections to self, others, 
and world. Selfhood and by extension, generativity can no longer be un
derstood in a singular, separatist sense. Both entail more than a polarized 
dicotomy of self versus relation or the divisive complementarities of 
Odysseus's productivity and Penelope's nurturance. Keller describes this 
new self as a postheroic, "participative personality," "an influent" or 
"connective self," "flowing into the others, feeling the others flow into 
self."56 This is not to deny the dangers of merger and symbiosis; rather 
this conception recognizes a more adequate resolution to these than 
flight into separateness. Such a connective self could not tolerate the 
present gender division in the tasks of generativity. 

Others have glimpsed the repression of this vision of selfhood and 
articulated the psychological and moral components of its recovery more 
successfully than Keller. Psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut, founder of the 
American movement of "self psychology," departs from Freudian inter
pretations of the self that sanction separation; he proposes a second line 
of development that respects attachments. Healthy persons not only 
develop from a narcissistic love of self to a mature object love or love of 
others as Freud contends. They experience a development from a primi
tive love of self to a mature narcissism.57 As part of the latter, attach-
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ments and dependencies upon others are not necessarily unhealthy in
fantile addictions that persons must outgrow. Rather persons depend 
upon others for empathy and idealization in order to retain a cohesive 
sense of self. An empathie matrix, the optimally responsive environment 
of child and mother, is absolutely necessary throughout life, not just at the 
infantile stage of trust and mistrust. Here we do not find a clear separa
tion of self and object but a respect for the permeability of all the connec
tions, projections, and transferences between selves and their "self-ob
jects." Transformation occurs not through the presence (or distance?) of 
an austere "neutral observer," as Freud believed, but through empathie 
connection and a growing understanding of the disconnections or "em
pathie failures." 

Using observations of infants as well as clinical work, psychiatrist 
Daniel N. Stern offers a more empirical challenge to the theoretical 
weight given separation. Disputing the pervasion interpretation that the 
child develops from an undifferentiated, hazardous immeshment with 
the mother through separation to everincreasing heights of individua
tion, he proposes that infants differentiate themselves from birth. Growth 
then entails learning more and more sophisticated modes of relating. Early 
development, in his words, "is not primarily devoted to . . . independence 
or autonomy or individuation—that is, getting away and free from the 
primary caregiver. It is equally devoted to the seeking and creating of in
tersubjective union with another." Indeed, the ability to unite with 
another, rather than symbolizing a dangerous return to primitive sym
biosis, signifies an advanced developmental step; it indicates "the suc
cessful result of actively organizing the experience of self-being-with-
another" rather than "a passive failure of the ability to differentiate self 
from the other."58 While the child must face separation issues on one 
level of self-experience, new forms of being with another must proceed 
in other domains. As we learn to know ourselves as singular persons, we 
must equally attend to relating to others. Again, attachment, trust, and 
dependency are issues throughout life. From this perspective, a woman's 
ability to balance care for the growth of her children, a "passion for 
friends,"59 a surveillance of aging parents and correspondance with rela
tives, and concern for her work demonstrates a more developmentally 
sophisticated generativity than most men ever achieve. 

However, despite their theoretical emphasis on connection, in read
ing Kohut or Stern or in listening to those who draw on their theories, 
one suspects that these men still have trouble breaking free from the 
values of "separative man." Kohut and Stern all but ignore gender is
sues. Their focus on the early intrapsychic changes prevents them from 
exploring later interpersonal life cycle issues or social implications. In 
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her demand for an entirely new psychology of the self, psychologist Jean 
Baker Miller, on the other hand, locates the roots of the problem of 
separative selfhood precisely in the power differentials between genders. 
The male dominants of society have rigidly delegated certain essential 
human traits, such as vulnerability, weakness, helplessness, emotions, 
giving, meeting others' needs, participating in development of others, 
and cooperating, to subordinates: females. 

These theories force us to stop and think. For so long we have taken 
the ideal of development as an increase in self-suffiency and inde
pendence for granted. These theories represent an underside of human 
nature that has surfaced as women feel, think, and talk. The "truth" as 
we have "known" it is unsettled once again. 

A New Ethic of Generativity 
The possibility of a "connective self" suggests a more expansive 

generative ethic than talked about by either Browning or Erikson. 
Gilligan's pivotal study of women's moral cognition identifies the con
flicts of connection and care for others as the central moral struggle for 
women at even the earliest stages of the life cycle. As she describes it, 
women tend to progress in negotions between the self and other from (1) 
a stance of survival of the self in an inhospitable world to (2) a stage in 
which care or goodness is equated with self-sacrifice to (3) a more 
balanced view of care that demands attending to the truth and integrity 
of one's needs in close consideration with the needs of others.60 This 
stage emerges when the woman recognizes the limitation and high costs 
both to herself and to others of ignoring her own needs. But although a 
sense of one's own needs as a self distinct from all others appears in the 
final phase, this separateness stands in dire relationship to others. The 
injunction becomes "to act responsively toward self and others and thus 
to sustain connection."61 

For an ethic of care and generativity to await the second to last age 
in life is simply too late. Women's immature and mature moral under
standings center around intimacy, relationships, and care and not 
around individuation and actualization of increasingly objective, 
universal and distant principles. Indeed, in this light it seems especially 
odd that Erikson could even confine care to a singular stage and age. 
Growth in morality means an awareness of the web of interconnec
tion at all stages and an increasing ability over time to form and 
negotiatate ever more sophisticated relationships. The essence of virtue 
at each phase lies in a variation of a love or care for self and others that 
does not rest merely upon separation but upon further understandings 
of connections. 
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For girls the beginnings of generativity arise in early initiatives to 
care for others. Proud is the mother whose daughter demonstrates early 
signs of generative impulses—who she sees, as one mother puts it, "care 
for her toys, watch out for her brothers, and...breastfeed her dolls."62 

Girls tend to develop a unique empathy to processes beyond themselves 
in childhood and continue this process as they grow. Moreover, for 
women, opportunities for a literal enactment of generativity come as 
early as the young adulthood years of childbearing. Miller compares 
women's contextual, narrative mode of moral reasoning to the way they 
learn to respond to the changing needs when raising a child. This open
ness to the needs of others and self balanced by experience and 
knowledge takes root early on in a girl's development. In short, the frui
tion of generativity and care does not appear suddenly out of a vacuum 
but belongs to a long and steady process of conflict and concern about 
mutuality. 

Gilligan hopes idealistically that the different developmental pat
terns of both sexes will harmoniously compliment each other. Men and 
women follow inverse paths to reach maturity, she believes; they move 
away from opposite absolutes—for women, the denial of self and the ab
solute of care, defined initially as not hurting others and for men, the 
denial of the other and the absolutes of truth and fairness, defined by 
equality. Ultimately they will recognize the importance of both integrity 
and care.63 

But this presupposition of symmetry betrays and suppresses the 
power of her research. It subtly leaves women's development dependent 
upon men's. What reason do men have io give up an absolute that social 
structures support and sanction? If we take her insights into develop
ment seriously, we would have to question the appropriateness of men 
postponing generative concerns; we would have to demand more active 
participation in learning aspects of care long before some visionary join
ing of the ways later in life. Gilligan can only retain her optimism about 
the final reunion of "two disparate modes of experience" because she ig
nores oppressive historical, political, and social realities. She does not 
presume to apply her descriptive conclusions to actual ethical dilemmas 
or her ideas to matters of public policy that demand normative solutions. 

But as we look at the range of lively debates over abortion, new 
reproductive technologies, job management and equal opportunity, 
parenting, childcare, care for the elderly, and so forth, we cannot passive
ly wait for men to "catch up" in their moral development and correct the 
"potential indifference of a morality" of logic and a "conception of justice 
blinded to the differences in human life," as Gilligan advises.64 Not 
without serious consequence. We must attend to the development of the 
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capacity to care in both men and women long before midlife and learn to 
nurture the seeds of generativity and its attributes in both. We must 
begin to value, Gilligan herself says, "the importance throughout life of 
the connection between self and other," and I would add, for men as well 
as women.65 As theologian L. Shannon Jung argues, "only the recogni
tion and recovery by both sexes of the qualities which have been un
naturally split asunder will be sufficient."66 

The questionable division of the tasks of generativity has dire im
plications. It prevents men from integrating certain dimensions. But 
more importantly, a "bedrock modicum of cooperativeness," as Miller 
puts it, is absolutately essential for society to exist at all.67 We must con
sider the possibility that, as Miller suggests, "male-led society" has made 
women the 'carriers' of certain qualities of the total human experience. It 
has "delegated to women not humanity's 'lowest needs' but its 'highest 
necessities'—that is the intense, emotionally connected cooperation and 
creativity necessary for human life and growth."68 Unlike any other 
species, humans must shelter, protect, and nurture their offspring for not 
just the one to two years characteristic of other large mammals but at 
least ten to fifteen; the capacity to do so belongs to the set of essential 
human qualities necessary for survival. 

To retrieve the fuller meaning of generativity may begin to mend the 
web broken by the manipulations of a separative self that depends upon 
the web of connection yet ignores its care. The expanse of the concept as 
Erikson may have originally intended it and more importantly, as 
women have experienced it has been misconstrued. Although he 
embraces a moral notion that respects some contemporary feminist con
cerns, he fails to provide adequate understanding of its development, 
both for women and in a society geared toward productivity in a more 
intrusive, masculine sense. Alternative definitions of womenhood have 
begun to challenge misogynist, materialistic interpretations. Generativity 
does not belong to a singular stage, the second to the last one, and cannot 
arise in a relational vacuum. Generativity always means more than simp
ly producing or reproducing. We must revise our narrow, onesided mas
culinist definitions and consider a fuller definition of mature adulthood 
that honors and respects the power of generativity for both sexes. 

But mere feminist theorizing and rhetorical changes remain a drop in 
the bucket without comparable institutional reform—something neither 
Gilligan nor Keller explores in any depth. Only by taking their ideas and 
using them to change the tone and the nature of current decisions, 
policies, and legislation will these ideas come to fuller fruition. This 
means not only new language to describe maturity (language other than 
"autonomy," for example, to describe the growing capacity for self-asser-
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tion that comes with "a fuller not less ability to encompass relationships 
to others"69) but new social structures that honor alternative values. We 
must reevaluate society's ideals of success and valuable personal 
qualities in light of the values of affiliation that women have long 
upheld. Social structures need to support these values. If developmental 
theories tell us that early bonding and continuity of contact with a 
primary caregiver are critical to healthy emotional development and to 
moral and spiritual maturity, for instance, we need to reevaluate current 
ways of structuring work and home life to provide for this. And by 
"primary caregiver," I am not referring strictly to the mother, as might 
have been imagined. Significantly, the intent of such réévaluation is not 
to return the woman to the role of "primary caregiver" but to divide the 
tasks more justly. The power inequalities of warped enactments of 
generativity will not change in any other way than through such consis
tent systemic reordering. Otherwise public policy and employee 
guidelines will continue to embrace sexist norms of culture and stultify
ing conceptions of female nature, certainly serving industry, research, 
and commerce but ignoring the person at the center of the problem. 

Conversely I do not believe that we can begin to answer most of the 
pressing practical issues without attention to the more fundamental 
questions of our images of maturity, adulthood and ultimately, the na
ture of human fulfillment. Only by revisioning the possibilities and 
responsibilities for a more inclusive enactment of generativity and affilia
tion can we reach satisfying solutions to many current dilemmas. We can 
and have tended to address the actual mechanics—women have joined 
educational systems, work empires, and men's clubs previously closed to 
them; various employers have instituted maternity and paternity leaves. 
But superficial adjustments come at the expense of self and society. Un
derstanding current dilemmas necessitates deeper comprehension of the 
nature of generativity in our society, as understood, obscured, and 
stereotyped for both men and women. Consideration of the larger moral 
task of generativity—of taking care of that which or whom we have 
produced—should help us place the technical questions in the broader 
context to which they belong, a context in which we might understand 
them more fully. 
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