A relational-cultural model:
Healing through mutual empathy
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Relational-cultural theory offers an alternative to traditional theories
of psychological development. Whereas traditional theories view
mature functioning as characterized by movement from dependence
to independence, relational-cultural theory suggests that maturity
involves growth toward connection and relationship throughout the
life span. After contrasting these two theoretical perspectives, the
author describes a therapeutic approach based on the relational-
cultural model, which involves mutual empathy and working with
shame. A case example illustrates this approach. The author suggests
that the relational-cultural model has applications at both the
personal and societal levels. (Bulletin of the Menninger Clinic, 65[1],
92-103)

Traditional theories of psychological development emphasize move-
ment toward autonomy, separation, and self-sufficiency. Reflecting
the Furocentric cultural bias that extols independence, most psycho-
dynamic psychological theories suggest that people grow from de-
pendence to independence, that “mature” functioning is character-
ized by the capacity for logical, abstract thought, autonomous
thinking, and separation of thought from emotion. Rarely is the cul-
tural bias in these theories acknowledged, and yet there is a great deal
of evidence that our model of science itself is saturated with cultural the primacy of
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A relational-cultural mode!

its analysis on the individual, the intrapsychic, and proposed move-
ment toward separation as the path of development.

This is most evident in what might be called the “separate self”
model of human development. It is important to remember that self is
a metaphor and that the way we conceive of that metaphor is influ-
enced by prevailing values and biases. Thus, when Newtonian
physics reigned, atoms and molecules were seen as the basic units of
reality; separation was primary and relatedness was secondary. Simi-
larly, in the separate-self model, the self is conceptualized in a spatial-
ized way and portrayed as contained by boundaries that protect it
from the impinging surround. Freud (1920/1955) once wrote, “Pro-
tection against stimuli is an almost more important function for the
living organism than reception of stimuli” (p. 27). The bias of a need
for protection against an impinging and distorting context is deeply
embedded in many of our theories of development and clinical prac-
tice, and it is a bias that is rarely questioned or examined. Yet from a
relational perspective, a “boundary” could be conceived of as a place
of meeting and exchange with the surrounding milien rather than as
a place of protection from it. In fact, biologists now conceptualize the
cell membrane more in line with this thinking, as a place of intense
exchange and activity rather than as a static armored protection from
the dangerous surround.

In Freudian theory, relationships are secondary to the satisfaction
of primary drives, and protection against the surrounding environ-
ment is more important than creating connection with one’s environ-
ment. Although the object relations theorists made significant modifi-
cations in the model of primary separation, they remained anchored in
the primacy of drive. In Winnicott’s {1971) explanation of the devel-
opment of the capacity for concern for others, the emphasis is on the
primacy of aggression. This is similar to the understanding of Melanie
Klein, who suggested that concern grows from guilt over aggression
against the mother. Thus, in these models, connection, concern, and
love emanate from a reaction to the core primary aggressive drive.
Fairbairn (1946/1952) and Guntrip (1973) moved more significantly
away from drive theory toward an appreciation of essential related-
ness. Fairbairn (1946/1952) noted, “It is impossible to gain any ade-
quate conception of the nature of an individual organism if it is con-
sidered apart from its relationship to its natural object, for it is only in
its relationship to these objects that its true nature is displayed” (p.
139). He suggested a developmental pathway that moves from infan-
tile dependence to mature dependence rather than from dependence to
independence. In Fairbairn’s formulation, there is an appreciation of
the primacy of connection and the inevitability of interdependence
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throughout the life span. Guntrip (1973) also addressed the impor-
tance of mutuality in relationships throughout the life span.

While Kohut’s {1984) emphasis on empathy has suggested to some
that his work is primarily about relationship, I believe that his work
is truly a psychology of the self, a psychology about the development
of the separate self. Kohut’s acknowledgment of a lifelong need for
selfobjects to maintain self-cohesion and self-esteem is not a theory of
mutuality or connection. Selfobjects are used by the self for self-
maintenance; in the best of all possible worlds (which Kohut ac-
knowledged rather late in his life did not exist for anyone), this self-
object function is internalized in intrapsychic structure. But it is
important to note that needing selfobjects is not the same as needing
other people; selfobjects are under the fantasied control of the self
and operate in lieu of internal psychic structure.

Thus relationships are acknowledged as important in almost all
psychodynamic theories, but relationships have been seen as second-
ary to the primary condition of separateness. The resulting clinical
paradigm has been shaped around the notion of a one-person psy-
chology. Until recently, in clinical models there has been an emphasis
on the separate self, boundaries, autonomous functioning, and the
superiority of logic over affect.

In the past decade, several different groups of theorists have been
challenging and reorienting some of the mainstream psychoanalytic
theories. For instance, in the analytic field, Mitchell {1988) and Aron
(1996) have studied the centrality of relationships in their model of
relational psychoanalysis. Stolorow and Atwood {1992) have empha-
sized intersubjectivity in the analytic work of self psychologists. Stern
(1985) has looked at the basic mutuality in mother-infant interac-
tions. And several groups of feminist theorists and clinicians have
been reworking our understanding of both developmental and clini-
cal models (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Mattuck, 1986; Brown
& Gilligan, 1992; Gilligan, 1982; Jordan, Kaplan, Miller, Stiver, &
Surrey, 1991; Miller, 1976).

The impetus for the Stone Center relational-cultural model (Jor-
dan, 1986, 1992, 1997; Miller, 1976; Miller & Stiver, 1997) came
from evidence that women were being misunderstood and misrepre-
sented by traditional psychodynamic models (e.g., classical analytic,
object relations, Kohutian). Ultimately the relational-cultural model
seeks a better understanding of both female and male development
and also places great emphasis on context. As Carol Gilligan (1982)
notes, “The disparity between women’s experience and the represen-
tation of human development, noted throughout the psychological
literature, has generally been seen to signify a problem in women’s
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