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Femin_ine Sexuality: Interview with 
J uliet Mitchell and J acqueline Rose 

Interviewed by Parveen A dams and Elizabeth Cowie on the publication 
of Feminine Sexuality-Jacques Lacan and the Ecole Freudienne 
translated by Jacqueline Rose ed by juliet Mitchell and jacqueline 
Rose MacmzUan September 1982. 

m/£ The collection of translations in your book and your own introduc· 
tions are clearly an important contribution to work on feminine sexuality 
in this country. It is extremely valuable to have the texts you have chosen 
available in English. Most of these texts, though not all, are by Lacan. 
How was this selection made? There are a number of French analysts 
including women analysts who have written on feminine sexuality, so why 
these? 

Juliet Mitchell Well, in one sense it was to present a consistency of Lac· 
anian work, even though there is a change within Lac an's writings asJac· 
queline shows in her introduction. It was also to suggest where, as we see 
it, prevalent Anglo-Saxon views of psycho-analysis have gone wrong with 
feminine sexuality and for this reason we thought that Lacan's return to 
Freud was a very important point of beginning again. 

Jacqueline Rose One thing I think it would be important to bring out 
here is the chronology of how the book happened, which is to talk about 
1974 when we originally conceived it. Your book, Juliet, on Psychoanaly· 
sis and Feminism (Alien Lane 1974) had just come out and there was a 
whole atmosphere which had in part at least been produced by that book, 
which could be called 'a return to Freud for women around questions of 
sexuality'. Now, insofar, as that return to Freud on the question of sexu · 
ality had gone hand in hand, had been informed by Lacan's re-reading of 
Freud, it made a lot of sense to go back, or rather go on, to look at exactly 
what it was Lacan himself had to say about women. 

So that's one piece of chronology. But another which I think has to 
be made explicit is the question of the unsigned articles. Because unbe
knownst to ourselves at the time, by bringing together a collection which 
had two unsigned articles (one of which later appeared as by Safouan 
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when it came out as a chapter of his book) we were touching on a whole 
area which I think of as a political issue in France- the issue of the cohe
sion of the Ecole Freudienne around La can and the way people saw them
selves as part of that structure and orthodoxy in the early seventies. This 
whole issue was about to break and did break in fact in 1974 when Iri
garay's book Speculum deL 'autre Femme (Minuit) emerged and she was 
expelled from the Ecole Freudienne _ So perhaps there is a strange irony in 
the fact that our book was brought together at a point when work for 
example in Scilicet was still unsigned but about to be declared, since just 
after this women emerge speaking their own voice, mostly against Lacan, 
though not exclusively. Something like Lemoine-Luccioni's book, Part
age des Femmes (Le Champ Freudien Seuil1976) is a very clear indica
tion of that_ So it is not the case that people, women, haven't written 
about feminine sexuality, but at that particular moment our book repre
sented, as Juliet says, a bringing together of a certain number of texts in 
order to establish a position. It was when we became aware that the politi
cal implications and controversies of this position were just on the point of 
coming to the surface and exploding that we thought, what shall we do? 
Should we have a book that is a selection of everybody? And then we 
thought, what is our task? Are we trying to make available the starting 
point of this debate for people to make their own assessment? Or are we try
ing to do a general kind of edition of texts around the area? And we felt our 
first task was to present the arguments which had precipitated the debate. 

Juliet Mitchell That's right_ It was in this sense purely repetitious of 
what had happened in the twenties and thirties. All. we have done is pre
sent what Lacan actually said. At the time we thought that in another 
volume we would say why people opposed what he said. Now, it is eight 
years later. 

m/£ We wondered if you might have any comments on the book's place 
both for feminism in current British discussions and for the psychoana
lytic institution in this country. 

J uHet Mitchell I think that it is very pertinent now because a lot of these 
arguments have filtered through in various ways without the texts really 
being available. In that sense it is important politically and scholastically 
to present the texts for people to be able to assess. There is also another 
and different level to this question. I would see our book by chance appear
ing at a time when I think there is a reaction against psychoanalysis by 
feminism. We are into a wave of feminist studies- Elizabeth Wilson's 
'Psychoanalysis: Psychic Law and Order' (Feminist Review 1981) is an 
example- attacking the feminist interest in psychoanalysis as having 
been useless for feminism. And I think that any book that tries to show 
again the seriousness of one aspect of psychoanalysis' contribution to 
understanding feminine sexuality is very important for the feminist 
movement at the moment_ 

J acqueline Rose I want to confirm what Juliet's just said about the politi
cal direction of our book and this relates to the larger political question. 
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The political project of the book as I see it is that it continues the debate 
about subjectivity and sexuality as central to feminism. And I absolutely 
agree with Juliet that there is an attack on psychoanalysis by orthodox 
Marxists, in the main being led by Feminist Review, among others. But I 
think something else really rather interesting is happening at the same 
time, represented by Jane Gallop's book Feminism and Psychoanalysis: 
the daughter's seduction (Macmillan 1982). So I would suggest that there 
are two notions of the political emerging, both of which are problematic. 
One is that only Marxism and only certain questions of class and economy 
and the associated concepts of social transformation are valuable for fem
inism. And the other one is the dissipation of politics into a writing strat
egy, which is where I would placeJane Gallop's book. So that the import
ance of psychoanalysis is in the play of the signifier (this can also be seen in 
someone like Shoshana Felman's work in America) which becomes the 
domain in which you work out the problem of sexuality as a problem of 
language. This often takes the form of a move into a special other form of 
speech which would somehow be radical in and of itself and Lacan him
self was caught in that trap, let it be said. But I think that at the moment I 
can see Elizabeth Wilson andJane Gallop facing each other across a big 
divide. While both of them have produced a concept of the political, 
neither corresponds to what we saw as the project of our book. Rather, it 
seems to me that what we have been concerned with as a political question 
is the question of how sexuality has been formulated within institutions, 
in this case the psychoanalytic institution which has a privileged relation
ship to the problem of sexuality and subjectivity- which is a specific 
concern of feminism ... 

Juliet Mitchell In a sense what you have got in Jane Gallop's book is a 
trivialising of the subject, of the questions. Elizabeth Wilson, coming in 
the name of Marxism, is utterly serious but leaves out the whole question 
of sexuality and subjectivity. Elizabeth Wilson's Marxism ignores sexu
ality because it supposes sexuality is trivial, Jane Gallop takes sexuality 
seriously, but the way she does so makes it trivial. Our book tries to take it 
seriously and give it its political importance. 

m/£ Isn't there another target here- Nancy Chodorow- which you are 
missing out, whose work is extremely important to those people who 
claim to and indeed want to take psychoanalysis seriously. And there is 
also the work of a lot of women involved in feminist therapy ... 

Juliet Mitchell Yes, but what feminist therapy and in a sense Nancy 
Chodorow's book The Reproduction of Mothering (University of Califor
nia Press 1978), is about is essentially the sociologising of psychoanalysis. 
This is a danger inherent in the use by sociologists of object relations 
theory within a culture dedicated to sociological empiricism. 

m/£ Absolutely. But aren't object relations theorists exactly the people 
who ought to and might actually get something from your book as well 
because they are deeply implicated in psychoanalysis? 

Juliet Mitchell But I think we are talking about two different but often 
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confused uses of 'psychoanalysis'. Nancy Chodorow depicts the sociologi
cal conflict of gender difference which is not a psychoanalytic conflict at 
all. 

m/£ If sexuality is the target here, then you are challening three posi
tions, not just two- that whole middle ground of presuppositions ... 

Jacqueline Rose I'd like to make a point in relationship to this in that 
there is a critique of Nancy Chodorow in our book which says that her 
argument is functionalist. Which is to say that we want an account of 
sexuality which is about sexuality and its discontents. That is its import
ance for feminism. It is not as an account of the conditioning of people 
into the role of femininity. In an earlier article (in Rosaldo and Lam
phere eds Stanford University Press 1974) Nancy Chodorow says quite 
explicitly that the boy has to make a larger step to become masculine 
because it involves externalising himself to the domestic domain, whereas 
the little girl internalises femininity and all the other things which are 
identified with femininity in proximity to the home in order to acquire 
her sexual identity. Now I think by saying this (which is also the impetus, 
the theoretical drive behind her book) she has turned Freud on his head, 
since for Freud femininity was by far the more difficult identity to inter
nalise, and transformed it into a functionalism. And so that absolute 
radical discontent of femininity is lost. 

Some of the problems emerging from the work of Elizabeth Wilson 
and Nancy Chodorow which we have been discussing derive I think from 
the original engagement with psychoanalysis- I'm thinking here of 
Juliet's book- which had two projects. One was to supplement Marxism 
with a theory of ideology for which psychoanalysis would provide a frame
work. And the other was to give an account of the possibilities, impossib
ilities, of femininity. Both Wilson and Chodorow have followed that origi
nal impetus- of Marxism plus a new ideological substratum- which can 
be seen to have been potentially given in that first turning towards 
psychoanalysis in relation to the theory of ideology. But the other part of 
that project, which turns to psychoanalysis to explain that little girls 
never become 'women', is lost sight of. 

m/£ And Gale Rubin ends up doing precisely that (in Reiter ed Monthly 
Review Press 1975). 

Jacqueline Rose Yes, so that psychoanalysis would explain patriarchy 
and since feminists said that Marxism needed to be supplemented by a 
theory of patriarchy, so psychoanalysis came to supplement Marxism. 

Juliet Mitchell I suppose it is true that in part what my book did was to 
supplement Marxism with psychoanalysis, to add patriarchy to capital
ism, and of course there are faults with that. There is however a crucial 
distinction between both Chodorow's and Rubin's (highly different) 
accounts and mine even in Psychoanalysis and Feminism where I was 
using both Freud and Lacan (inadequately and partly inaccurately). 
Where Chodorow and Rubin assume that the father actually possesses 



Feminine Sexuality: Interview with Mitchell/Rose 7 

both paternity and phallus, Freud emphasises that the problem is that he 
has neither ('pater semper incertus est' and the castration complex). 
Lacan further stresses that they only came to figure because of what the 
mother has not got. As you constantly stressJacqueline this is the question 
of the relationship between the advent of desire and the moment of lack
ing. But I'm not sure that any of the texts by Lacan ultimately get us 
beyond the dilemma of the relationship between patriarchy and capital
ism. And in that sense it is a dilemma. It is a problem that still has to be 
worked out. Both Jane Gallop and Elizabeth Wilson end up seeking to 
reseparate them. And while it is certainly inadequate to say you can supple
ment Marxism by psychoanalysis I do not believe that, if you are a feminist, 
you can work on these terrains completely separately. It is possible to use 
Lacan in a very idealist way, so you do need a theory of ideology to ground 
Lacan in. It is something which I don't think enters satisfactorily into 
Lacan's own writings- I don't think his 'materiality' of language is quite 
enough. It's problematic in all sorts of ways. 

m/£ This returns us to the issue of the relation of the psychic and the 
social, the relation of the construction of the psychical subject, the 
unconscious, with other material conditions more conventionally des
cribed as social. Where does a theory of ideology help either Lac an or us 
in this respect? Surely Lacan does, within his own terms, produce a mat
erialist theory of the subject. 

Jacqueline Rose I think there is a problem in putting it in that way. I 
would say that the return to psychoanalysis came from a dissatisfaction 
with certain accounts of the social, certain accounts of ideology. There 
was a need to supplement them or rather develop them because of certain 
things they couldn't speak. What seems to be happening is that you go to 
psychoanalysis precisely because of its difference from these other types of 
account and then it is accused of being lacking in relation to them. So 
there is a kind of strange turnabout here of what constitutes the political 
arena; I am reminded of a statement which Terry Eagleton has been 
making for some years now, which is that semiotics was a flight into dis
course following the failure of politics in 1968. I see it rather differently: 
that 'semiotics' and the attention to language, how we identify etc, was 
the result of the need to analyse and understand the failure of '68. Lac an 
actually gave his most political seminar (L'envers de la psychoanalyse, S 
XVIII) in 1969 exactly in response to '68. In it he addressed the whole 
question of the academic institution, its relationship to the general 
framework of politics in France, because these institutions were seen as 
part of that wider political space which needed to be understood. It was 
the failure of certain kinds of politics which led to the interrogation of dis
course, of modes of identification and of structures of role formation, not 
as a flight from politics but as an expansion of the political, and central to 
that was the question that feminism wished to pose back to the politics 
which had failed. So a statement like 'semiotics is the flight from politics 
into discourse' ignores what was the discursive and ideological critique of 
those other forms of politics. It is therefore a strange turnabout to then 
start measuring psychoanalysis against those earlier theories. 
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Juliet Mitchell Jacqueline, though your explanation of what discourse 
thoery set out to do may be right I do not believe it is what it achieved. It 
was not intended as a flight from politics, quite the contrary, but it may 
have been a symptom of this. 

Jacqueline Rose It depends on how you pose the question: a few minutes 
ago Juliet you were saying two rather different things. One is how does 
Lacan relate his theories to other materialities. And I think that this is 
something which in his theory of discourse later on in his work (about 
which I have a long footnote which is very dense and difficult) he was try
ing to address when he laid out four dominant registers of discourse: the 
Master, the University, the Hysteric, and the Analyst. And he tried to 

explain them in terms of the way in which they structured the positions of 
identification. His reference in that seminar was Stalinism; he was talking 
about the way in which a certain form of knowledge constructs itself as 
authoritarian and has real political effects. He was saying in fact that a 
theory of discourse is needed to explain what happened in the Soviet 
Union. That's to put it terribly, terribly simply but it was undoubtedly 
part of a certain kind of political project. 

On the other hand Lacan does offer, as you point out in your 
Introductionjuliet, right up to the late 1950's a theory of andro-centric or 
patriarchal culture which can ground the argument that the phallus is 
dominant because we live in a patro-centric culture and the sexual order 
in some sense reflects that. But there comes a point where Lacan stops 
talking about that and he drops the notion that you have to explain the 
viccissitudes of sexuality in relation to some other order which is a social 
totality from which everything else can be explained. The question of the 
relationship of the social and the political continues to exist however. For 
example, in an interview Safouan actually says that because women are 
gaining power the Oedipus complex will change, is going to be different. 
It's a straight theory of reflection- as political practices are transformed, 
so the psyche will adjust itself accordingly. 

J uliet Mite hell Freud argued over and over again that the psyche never 
directly reflected either the biological or the social. Yet I don't believe 
that the endlessly recurrent slipping of accounts into exactly this reflec· 
tive position arises only from a tendency to functionalism or empiricism. I 
think it also arises because the problem of the nature of the relationship 
remains. In this instance we are talking about the relationship father, 
Name-of-the-Father; penis, phallus. It is one thing to say the one does not 
reflect the other- with that I completely agree- it is another to say that 
there is no relationship between them, and that I doubt. If, as Safouan 
says anatomy figures in the account, so too does society. 

m/£ But it does not seem to be the case that the psyche will change or that 
the status of the phallus or of castration will alter with changes in society. 
Safouan has indeed questioned the universality of the Oedipus complex. 
What he is trying to say is that if you split open the connection between 
the figure of the father who is the Law, he who is the Name-of-the-Father 
and he who possesses the mother, there will be consequences. Though he 
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has no idea what they will be. But this does not question the centrality of 
castration and of the phallus. 

m/f What has happened to the Oedipus complex in Lacan's later texts, 
given that the phallus is no longer related there to a patro-centric culture? 

Juliet Mitchell I think the reason why the concept of the Oedipus com
plex has disappeared in favour of the castration complex, so to speak, is 
that in Lacan's return to Freud, his re-reading of Freud, he is stressing 
that one can, as an analyst, only treat neurosis and not psychosis. And it is 
only after the positioning in the symbolic, in other words after the castra
tion complex, that neurosis or 'normality' start to have any meaning. So 
Lacan is polemically attacking all the work subsequent to Freud and by 
that I don't mean simply all those who wrote after his death, but all the 
work of object relations theorists, Kleinians, etc. Lacan argues that 
analysts are only dealing with the resolution of or the failure to resolve, 
the shattering of or the failure to shatter the Oedipus Complex. 

Jacqueline Rose I'd just like to askJuliet about your reference to Lac an's 
comments that he can't deal with psychosis. What about Francois Dolto 
and Maud Mannoni's work with psychotic children? 

Juliet Mitchell In Mannoni's work (I don't know Dolto's so well) what 
she is trying to do, which I think is very interesting, is to introduce the law 
of the Father into psychosis. As though by speaking the paternal word you 
up-date people into the castration complex. But she is not dealing with 
psychosis in the way that object relations theorists and so on would. The 
transference she attempts to effect is the normal/neurotic transference; 
she is trying to bring the psychotic child within the law of the Father. 
Again, we are involved with a theory and a therapy that equates the sym
bolic law /phallus with the social father or his substitute in the transfer
ence. However what I was talking about with regard to psychosis was the 
attempt to deal within an analytic situation with a distinctive psychotic 
transference, and the argument that psychosis comes from an analysable 
autonomous zone. This is something which often returns as the 'feminine'. 

J acqueline Rose Or else it is seen as expressed in women writers. This 
idea of an unanalysable autonomous zone was also the idea which 
appeared in that conference at Brunei University last year where every
one was talking about psychosis and telepathy. And when we asked them 
about what this meant they said that it was to do with establishing what 
they understood or wanted to set out as the ethics of psychoanalysis, the 
need to constitute an autonomous space which would not endlessly rein
scribe certain positions of authority and the law. It wasn't an argument or 
theory only in relation or even primarily in relation to psychosis but 
addressed the power relations within psychoanalysis as represented by 
Lac an- so perhaps you're right Juliet that Lacanian psychoanalysis 
excludes that other psychic zone, excludes psychotic transference, since 
they so clearly saw their project as the creation of a space for dealing with 
psychosis against what they saw as Lacanian orthodoxy. 
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Juliet Mitchell I'm not saying that Lacan wasn't more fascinated with 
psychosis than neurosis in many respects, but I think his theory actually 
speaks to neurosis. The later work of Freud stressed the castration com
plex over the Oedipus complex. The early Freud thought that the Oedi
pus complex was just how the human animal was humanised, he thought 
that it dissolved naturally (this is something I talk about in my introduc
tion). Then the whole question of desire and castration came in so that by 
the end in Freud's writings, in 'Analysis Terminable and Interminable' 
(SE vol XXIII 1937), it is castration he is talking about, not the Oedipus 
complex which hardly gets a look in. 

Jacqueline Rose.So Lacan's trajectory is a repetition of Freud's? 

Juliet Mitchell Yes. And while saying that Lacan in his theory doesn't 
really address how you would deal with psychosis in therapy that is also of 
course true of Freud's writings. Klein and others to some degree initiated 
their work as both a supplement and an opposition to Freud over this 
question. 

Jacqueline Rose This raises Lacan's famous paper on 'The Preliminary 
Questions on the Treatment of Psychosis (Ecrits trans 1977 Tavistock) 
where he discusses the case of Schreber and presents what is his account of 
psychosis. You're absolutely right, his account of what constitutes psy
chosis is that it is the default of the symbolic, not any idea of failure within 
it. It is the actual defaulting of/on the Name-of-the-Father- it's fore
closure. 

Juliet Mitchell One can see how Mannoni, for example, has gone from 
the notion of foreclosure to thinking that all you have to do is to 'open up' 
the patients to the Name-of-the-Father. 

J acqueline Ros<! I remember one of Lacan's seminars where he talks 
about Melanie Klein and he describes her analysis of Little Dick in terms 
of the letter box. He says that what is brilliant about Klein's analysis is that 
she has this child with his totally unstructured impulses and a circulation 
of signifiers and symbols which don't cohere together and Klein says
here's mummy, here's daddy, here's the structure, let's put it all together 
-and the child starts speaking. Lacan says that this shows how the 
unconscious is like a letterbox, that what's in there is what you have put 
in, but it's the putting in that enables you to enter into symbolisation. 
And Klein - Lac an gives her credit for this- showed this better than 
anyone else. 

Juliet Mitchell Yes, but Lacan gives her credit while I think changing 
what she meant, because what she is doing by developing play technique 
is not to say that the therapist's task is to give the child language- even if 
she is of course as an analyst actually speaking. In fact she is watching 
play most of the time, she is watching visual imagery, or action, move
ment, behaviour of one sort or another. Symbolisation through move
ment, or an action or enactment. Whereas it is Lacan who endows her 
with the words, which to him is the only way you can symbolise. Your 
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footnote Jacqueline on the difference between Lacanian and object
relations theorists' understanding of symbolisation processes is relevant 
here. 

1 acqueline Rose And there is another big question here which is that for 
Lacan the moment there is even an action, the moment there is transit
ivity between two children, there can be no such thing as a pre-symbolic 
discourse; and that is his most decisive incompatibility with the Post
Freudian school which addresses itself to psychoses and to different 
registers of representation which Lacan does rule out of bounds. 

1uliet Mitchell The problem surely here is that Lacan equates language 
and symbolisation so that the capacity for each are one and the same thing. 

m/£ But it depends on what you mean by the capacity for language, 
because Klein is very clear in her case study of Little Dick that he does 
actually have language in a technical sense. 

1 acqueline Rose We need here to make a big distinction between langue 
and parole- the fact that he is using speech doesn't mean there is the 
structure of language. 

1uliet Mitchell That's right, there is not necessarily any use of the sym
bolic at all. 

1acqueline Rose This is why someone like Andre Green wrote his book 
Discours Vivant (Presses Universitaires de France 1973). He thought 
that affect was the concept through which you could re-insert, against 
Lacanian psychoanalysis, a non-symbolic domain. 

m/£ Do you think Klein saw it in this way? 

1uliet Mitchell Certainly Klein is interested in bringing to the surface 
the fundamental anxieties and in ultimately relieving them- which is 
really with affect. There are confusions in Klein's theories but one can 
only dismiss her if one has a very rigid and partial schema of what consti
tutes the symbolic. 

1acqueline Rose There is a further issue here for feminism: how the con
cept of passivity comes into the argument about non -symbolic space. The 
moment you acknowledge that there might be another scene in relation 
to the symbolic you open the floodgates- as happened at the Brunel con
ference- to the dark continent, psychosis, telepathy etc, which come to 
be identified with femininity. And that's where people like Montrelay 
and Irigaray have moved in saying that not only is there a scene which is 
not the symbolic but that if the entry to the symbolic is the entry to hingu
age, if women are thereby initiated into these power relations rather than 
into the Oedipus complex and practices of exchange, then what consti
tutes true femininity is the 'before' of that. So femininity to these post
Lacanians is what psychosis was to post-Freudians. It's the 'other' which 
hasn't been sufficiently articulated by the theory. 

1uliet Mitchell I think that what goes wrong is that it becomes fixed as 
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an alternative area where femininity can exist, where psychosis can exist. 
I do think that insofar as it can be known this 'scene' does question the 
symbolic all the time. But it is not a pre-symbolic zone- as though such a 
thing could exist and here Lacan is absolutely right- outside the sym
bolic. It is not that there's nothing which can come to question the sym
bolic; something does indeed escape the symbolic, there is something 
which isn't totally accounted for by the symbolic. But you can't then say 
that it's the feminine. Yet I can see why people always come back to this, 
to telepathy, to psychosis, to a pre-symbolic, to the notion of a pre
symbolic femininity; it's because the symbolic doesn't account for every
thing that happens in psychoanalytic practice. 

m/f Seminaire XX appears to rely heavily on anatomy. Lacan talks 
about 'male' and 'female' in Seminaire XX, not 'masculinity' and 'femin
inity'. Of course this does not in any sense make anatomy determining, 
but once the anatomical difference is psychically placed it is very, very 
important. It seems that an asymmetry is set up where, while at times 
Lac an says that the woman can move to the side of the man and man can 
move onto the side of the woman, these are not equivalent. The man can 
move onto the side of the woman, be the not-all, partake of feminine 
jouissance, go beyond the phallus- that is the mystic. When the woman 
does so, it's quite diffd-ent. She can't actually quite be a man; she might 
think she has the phallus in the form of hollowed -out vaginas or whatever, 
but then Safouan describes that as a quasi-total extinction of her sexu
ality. Not even frigidity, but a quasi-total extinction of her sexuality. 
There really is a kind of asymmetry here which is a problem for the notion 
that anatomical males and females are free to take up masculine or fem
inine positions. There is a problem for the promise of variability, change, 
and the hope that 'nothing is fixed'. 

Jacqueline Rose I think I disagree because the fact is, that according to 
Lacan a man who stays on the side of the phallus only reaches women 
through the path of fantasy and he only enjoys his own organ. That is to 
say, he also isliving in the domain of an effective extinction of sexual life. 
Which is to say, that for the man, 'short of castration, that is to say, short 
of something which says no to the phallic function' there's absolutely no 
chance of the man being able to make love or 'enjoy' the body of the 
woman. Which is to say that castration or lack, something missing, is the 
pre-condition of sexual realisation for both sexes- so when the woman 
thinks she's got the phallus, she's like the little girl in Anna Freud's 
example who is absolutely convinced she's got it and there seems to be no 
apparent division of the subject as in Safouan's statement. But that's equ
ally true ofthe man. And I think that what Lacan is saying is that there is 
a difference, in the sense of a rather hideous social sanctioning of that 
fantasy of the man about having the phallus or being in total possession of 
the phallic identity. And as Safouan says, if women move over to there 
they are accused of either being crazy or in fact they turn into men or 
whatever- that move is not socially permissable, of women across to 
men. Lac an says everyone can move across where they like, but while being 
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in a position of phallic jouz'ssance is socially permissable for the man, it is 
not sexual realisation. 

m/£ That's completely right. But perhaps there are two separate points. 
One is the question of the actual realisation of men and women within a 
sexual relation. The other point is that something emerges in the later 
Lacan which Jacqueline picks up in the second part of her introduction
a dejz'nz'tz'on of what she calls a category of women. And anatomy figures 
in that definition. It can be argued that women are differently repre
sented for men (as complementary rather than supplementary and so on) 
than men are for women and that this is not unrelated to anatomy and the 
relation to the phallus. What is important is to recognise the asymmetry 
between the categories men and women in psychoanalysis because these 
are the fixed categories to which anatomical men and women are 
assigned in social relations. 

Juliet Mitchell I think you are getting at something, but it's not exactly 
this. It is to do with the whole skewing that occurs. It's Freud's point about 
the man's love and the woman's love being a phase apart psychologically. 
A total skewing. It's absolutely central therefore- and I think this is 
where Parveen is on to something- if there's this wonderful shifting pos
sible whereby one can line up on the side of men or women, what ha pp ens to 
the skewing? To me that's really a problem. The shift is not symmetrical. 

For a man or woman to become woman is not the same as for a 
man or woman to become man. There is a confusion, Parveen is abso
lutely correct that there is a confusion. Every time Lacan and the others 
say that biological males can line up with the psychologically feminine, 
biological females can line up with the psychologically masculine, it 
misses their own other point- which is the skewing of the whole range. 
The two statements made within Lacan's writings and Lacanian writings 
are irreconcilable. That one- as Parveen says sounds nice, that biologi
cal females can end up as psychologically masculine. Yes, biological 
males can end up as psychologically feminine and its sounds an egalit
arian statement. But simultaneously there's this skewing of the whole 
thing which I've just described and the two statements are not reconciled. 

Jacqueline Rose I think they are totally compatible; I think they need 
each other. Because if it was a theory about how everybody could be 
everybody else, it would be absolutely of no use to us. I mean, psychoana
lysis has always been a theory which accounts for the different construc
tion of masculinity and femininity. It's always simultaneously been a 
theory of the instability of that construction which Lacan pushes a bit 
further by saying that men and women can cross over either side of the 
divide. But this is not, as I say in a footnote, Freud's earlier notion of bi
sexuality which is the idea that everybody, as you say, has a little bit of 
everything. It's that once that construction has gone into place you can 
then shift places, but those places retain their identity. If those places 
don't retain their identity then psychoanalysis would not be able to offer 
us a theory of how masculinity and femininity come into being. It 
wouldn't have a theory of difference. 
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Juliet Mitchell Jacqueline, I completely agree with you but it is, it zs 
used in the old sense of bisexuality, as if we're all men really. It's used like 
that- that's what I was trying to say; it's not that I think it- it's the way 
the idea of bisexuality has been used. 

m/£ And one of the fascinations or promises to feminism is that you can 
change roles. 

Juliet Mitchell Exactly. If Daddies look after children, they will be 
women. 

m/£ It is not clear how it can work that we can be feminine or masculine 
and move around, without understanding the nature of some of the fix
ings that are going on. But that throws us back to what is involved in the 
asymmetry because the asymmetry itself can't be the problem. If there is 
masculinity and femininity as sexual difference they can't simply be equal 
but different because the quality of difference is itself an asymmetry. 
How is that to be understood? However much La can is talking about fem
ininity he comes back to speaking about it from the side of the phallus and 
to that extent there remains a query, not so much about being feminine 
or about feminine jouissance, but about women. 

Jacqueline Rose Elizabeth, you're saying he only speaks from the side of 
the phallus. I think there is a very big problem here which is the point at 
which Lacan rejoins and gets much closer to people like Irigaray and 
that's the problem of the whole movement of these last three texts- his 
theory is that the other side cannot be spoken and that's why women don't 
speak and that's why there is, not frigidity, it's just that they are not speak
ing or they're not knowing. Now, I think some of the criticisms of his 
statements about the fact that they don't know and that he does are very 
trivialising because they fail to see that the whole of this last movement in 
this last text is an assault on the category of the knowing subject; so he's 
doing one of his own self-parodies which you might then want to argue 
does nonetheless reinforce this position. But he does have a notion of a 
form of sexuality and a form of jouissance which perhaps would escape 
the phallic register, which in fact would perhaps be somewhere else. And 
what he is trying to do is produce an account of that- allow a space for 
that which doesn't collapse back into a theory of the body as it does in Iri
garay or doesn't collapse back into a theory of the psychotic Other you 
were talking about earlier. The reason why Lacan is strong there is 
because his account of sexuality and femininity always remains within the 
bounds of the symbolic. However, saying that, with its political cogency 
then has to leave unsaid these other things which as you just said, Juliet, 
we came to much later- that there might be a position from which one 
would want to criticise Lacan's relationship to the symbolic but that one 
would like to issue almost a condition on that- we will entertain that 
question of the other of the symbolic on the condition that we don't call it 
the feminine and reify it and collapse it back into the body. 

Juliet Mitchell Where Jacqueline and I would still endorse a Lacanian 
position is that we do think it is in the register of the symbolic that femininity 
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comes to acquire its meaning as only its difference from masculinity; and 
it is not something with a content. I mean, what the opposition to Lacan, 
as the opposition to Freud- this is why our two introductions have a sort 
of homologous argument- really tried to do was to establish a content to 
femininity which was something autonomous and separate from its dif
ference from masculinity. I think both of us would still endorse the Freud
Lacan perspective on that; which is not to say that that's the end of the 
discussion. In a sense this goes back to why a volume on Lacan, because 
that is the first project. The first project is to state what was said; after 
that, let's ask again, why the opposition always arises in the same terms. 

Jacqueline Rose What I was trying to point out earlier and it's very 
important, is that every time in the argument feminists or analysts have 
tried to get rid of the phallus because they don't like the order which it 
represents, one way or another, then the theory of the unconscious or the 
theory of the split subject has, in some sense, also had to be discarded. 

Juliet Mitchell And with it all sorts of much more obvious things. It's 
extraordinary what happens once you get rid of the centrality of the con
cept of the phallus. I mean, you get rid of the unconscious, get rid of sexu
ality, get rid of the original psychoanalytic point. The absolute division of 
normality and neurosis is re-established. 

Jacqueline Rose Yes, once you're normal you become female properly. 
You get back to stable gender identities; what does stable mean but 
normal? 

Juliet Mitchell Yes, it is all totally pre the Freud even of the eighteen
nineties, before Studies in Hysteria. 

m/£ Perhaps our final question should be about the relation between 
psychoanalysis and feminist politics. You would agree that the point of 
your book is that it erodes any possibility of a positive definition of women 
since women are 'not' -could you comment on how that might be taken 
up politically? 

Juliet Mitchell To me this is the strength of what psychoanalysis has to 
bring to feminism. I believe it is absolutely crucial because it underlies all 
repudiations of psychoanalysis. For instance, feminism repudiates psy
choanalysis because so often feminism calls for, somewhere, a definition 
of women as women, separate, autonomous, different from men- intrin
sically different. I mean intrinsically as opposed to being defined exactly 
as- and only as- their difference from men. 

Jacqueline Rose Yes, but while it is true that women are 'not', it is also 
true that they are at the level of fantasy and that's the strength of the last 
half of this book which is all about the register of the absolute fixity
you're right in a sense Parveen- of the category women. All the work on 
film, for example, sexual difference in film, can be seen to be related to 
that. At the same time, you've got a collapse of any self-given category or 
group of women. To that extent psychoanalysis challenges other notions 
of the political which require a total identity of the group to which they 
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refer. And this emphasis and the corresponding stress on 'woman' as fan
tasy goes right back to the point I was making about Eagleton much ear
lier: that psychoanalysis, and indeed certain aspects of feminism (because 
I wouldn't want to homogenise feminism) demanded a theory which chal
lenges the category woman in that way. Think for example of all the work 
that was done on film in the seventies which was actually saying, here is a 
register of representation whose political effectivity is just as important as 
the others because feminism has always argued that ideology and images 
are as much a part of our political identity and reality as anything else. 

m/£ But your book has a kind of double argument- for there is no reason 
to suppose that the fantasy about woman leads to her subjection in the 
feminist sense of her concrete subordination rather than the technical 
sense of her being set up as a fantasy at the level of psychic life. Isn't there 
a slide at the point where the subordination of women i~ read off psycho
analysis? 

Jacqueline Rose True. 

m/£ So that remains a problem. 

Juliet Mitchell Ah but that, that's very comparable to the slide between 
the phallus, the penis and the father. It's exactly the same problem as 
whether all this has some reference in the social, the anthropological, etc. 
It's all the same problem. And it's a problem, not that psychoanalysis 
poses to feminism, but that both feminism and psychoanalysis have to 
confront. -



Motherhood Dossier: Introduction 

NancyWood 

In many domains of feminist research, the figure of the mother is 
enjoying a prestigious revival. In contrast to an earlier phase of 
contemporary feminism when the fact of having or being a mother too 
often seemed peripheral to the central concerns of feminist theory and 
politics, both these relations have increasingly captured the spotlight of 
theoretical and political attention. The articles contributing to L'Ane's 
dossier on 'the mother' and translated here indicate that feminism is not 
alone in this renewal of interest. On the other hand, one could also say 
that psychoanalysis has never accorded 'the mother' anything less than a 
pre-eminent status, recognising both her theoretical significance and her 
frequent and inevitable appearance in the analytic situation. Where 
psychoanalytic and feminist investigations do differ, however, is in the 
figure of the mother each would claim to have resuscitated. While femin
ism has primarily sought to expose and reclaim the 'social' mother by 
illuminating all her material tasks and functions, psychoanalysis conjures 
a maternal 'imago' whose relationship to any bodily counterpart is greatly 
attenuated. In the case of Lacanian psychoanalysis, we might say that it is 
not even an unconscious imago which is encountered in the analytic situ a
tion, but the subject's desire for the mother, the desire to be the mother, 
and the desire of the mother. In short, the profile of the mother which 
Lacanian psychoanalysis offers to view is primarily a 'figure' of the sub
ject's desire. The question of interest to a feminist 'analytics of mother
ing', then, is whether or not the social and the psychical mother ever 
coincide. 

Taken together, the articles contributing to the L'Ane dossier 
offer no unified response to this query. Yet the various recastings which 
the relationship between the social and psychical mother receives suggest 
useful ways to conceptualise their interaction. 

In the concluding remarks of his 1931 paper on 'Female 
Sexuality', Freud assessed the work of other psychoanalysts on the subject 
of the mother-daughter relationship. In particular, he declared himself 
in agreement with Jeanne Lampl-de-Groot's description of the pre
Oedipal phase with one qualification. He stated 'There is one point in 
which I find her account inadequate: she represents the (little girl's) 
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turning away from the mother as merely a change of object and does not 
show that it is accompanied by the plainest manifestations of hostility.' 
The notion of desire which is at stake in retaining Freud's insistence upon 
the element of hostility in the mother-child relationship is elaborated in 
Marie-Christine Hamon's article via the figure of th~ 'cruel mother' and 
her subsequent incarnations. Whatever the attributes of 'real' mothers, 
Hamon argues that the fantasms of the subject will always include some 
structural equivalent of this figure of the 'cruel mother'. This is due to the 
infant's insatiable demand for love and the impossibility of this infantile 
desire finding complete satisfaction through objects. The figure of the 
mother is thus, in the first instance, a 'cruel' one because she eludes total 
capture by the child's desire and thereby introduces the child to the loss 
which is the hallmark of human desire. 

When Hamon proceeds to delineate the subsequent guises which 
the figure of the mother assumes - the perfect mother, the primal 
mother, the unique mother, the phallic mother- the element of cruelty 
seemingly recedes from view but it is nonetheless apparent from Hamon's 
account that its force remains a central structuring feature of the mother
child dyad. Whatever specific forms the trajectory of the child's desire 
henceforth takes (the search for the unique mother through an infinite 
series of mother surrogates, the (dis)enchantment with the phallic 
mother, etc), it is in relationship to these mother-figures that the child's 
early confrontation with the principle of loss instituted by desire is nego
tiated. Hence, whatever degree of attentiveness the real mother displays, 
her psychical representative will nonetheless be held responsible for those 
seemingly capricious absences which characterise each phase of that 
desiring relation. The fact that the child's desire both constitutes the 
mother-figure as the potential site of satisfaction and the cause of desire's 
subsequent thwarting ensures her figuration as 'cruel'. However since it is 
precisely the inscription of (male and female) subjectivity which is the 
stake of this negotiation of desire's vicissitudes, the omnipresence of the 
'cruel mother' can be defended entirely from the perspective of the 
relations of desire she sustains. To subject this 'cruel mother' to the 
reforming zeal of feminist theory, then, is an entirely misplaced objective 
since Hamon shows her function to be a crucial psychical one rendered 
impossible (and implausible) by a more benevolent counterpart. 

Hamon's contention that this maternal figure's reality is a wholly 
psychical one which resists absorption into a biological or socially
designated referent also recalls Lacan's insistence on the psychical opera
tion of a paternal function (ie castration) even in the absence of a 'real' 
father in the subject's social nexus. Lacan designates this function as 
'A-father' situated in a 'third position' in relation to the imaginary 
mother/child dyad.' whose exclusivity it must undo. Hamon in turn 
effectively extricates the gendered 'mother' from that dyadic structure 
and replaces her with a maternal instance ('A -mother'?) whose function is 
similarly defined by her place in the problematic of desire. 

This is consistent with Lac an himself on the subject of the mother 
when he mocks 'those who in the search for the environmental 
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co-ordinates of psychosis wander like lost souls from the frustrating 
mother to the smothering mother', 2 and thus he registers a profound 
scepticism concerning any imputed blame which psychoanalysis would 
seek to lay at the feet of real mothers. Others, however, have shown them
selves to be much less reticent in this respect. Domini que Kalfon cites the 
attempts (albeit different in form) of Pernoud and Leboyer to ensure the 
nurturance of mother /infant desire by prescribing to mothers the 
optimal conditions for its emergence at the point of birth. Kalfon outlines 
the suffering that both parties endure which such child-birth practices 
can never hope to alleviate and the pleasures that their birthing 'recipes' 
may in fact intercept. 

Marie-Helene Brousse-Delanoe asks on whose authority psycho
analysts like Bettelheim and Spitz can pose as educators of the potentially 
remiss mother. Since infantile desire will in any case resist even the most 
benevolent measures of pacification on its behalf, the prophylactic 
techniques offered by psychoanalysts and administered by mothers are 
bound to fall on deaf ears. This is not to exempt material behaviour from 
critical scrutiny or positive appraisal but to show why, as Brousse
Delanoe does, it is not psychoanalysts who can claim to legislate in this 
regard. 

Winnicott is perhaps the one psychoanalyst who shows the least 
hesitations toward restoring the (ideal) mother to the analytic situation 
and promoting her actual social realisation. Such therapeutic aspirations 
in turn imply that failure or success in either of these aims (though 
especially in the latter case) can crucially affect the psychic well-being of 
the subject so thoroughly subjected to this 'maternal common denomin
ator'. Ham on identifies the fantasy on the part of the analyst who 
subscribes to the 'good enough' analyst/mother and the normative 
assumptions which this reforming project necessarily engages. 

Must we then reject altogether the suggestion that the social 
intrudes into the construction of the desires which organise the mother
child dyad? That the dossier does not advocate this view is evident in Eric 
Laurent's remark that 'the desire for a child is the offspring of a 
historically specificable alliance' between women and children and 
constitutes a 'symptom' whose emergence he dates in the mid-eighteenth 
century. Though Laurent doesn't elaborate further on this point, we 
might refer here to Jacques Donzelot's analysis in The Policing of Families 
of the discourses which converged in the eighteenth century to produce 
the configuration of modern mothering. According to Donzelot, these 
included, for example, the medical discouragement of the widespread 
practice of wet nursing and the concomitant emulation of maternal 
nursing with all that that entailed for the subsequent material proximity 
between mothers and children. The introduction of new hygienic norms, 
treatises on domestically-based pedagogy, the encouragement of the 
close maternal observation of children, these, and a whole host of 
practices concerned with the 'government of children' (Donzelot) 
brought mother and child together in what one French feminist has 
called a 'dispositif d'enfermement'- an apparatus of enclosure whose 
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historical creation has been subsequently naturalised as a constitutive 
feature of modem mothering. 3 We might propose, then, that these and 
other conditions which underwrote the union of women and children in 
the practice of mothering laid the social basis for the psychical 
production of the 'symptom'- the desire for a child' -of which Laurent 
speaks. 

Laurent's article primarily speculates upon what happens to this 
desire in the grip of current medical discourses and practices around 
birth, particularly when scientific knowledge increasingly occupies the 
site to which this desire is addressed. The question not considered by 
Laurent, however, although it is raised by his remarks concerning the 
genealogy of the woman's desire for a child, is the explanatory status of 
this 'desire for a child' in psychoanalytic theory itself. 

Psychoanalysis suggests that it is the phallus which is the primary 
stake of desire for the little girl (and little boy) in the pre-Oedipal period 
and in the Oedipal moment. By whatever route this desire for the phallus 
becomes converted and invested in the 'desire for a child', it is evident 
that having a child herself cannot abolish for the female subject that lack· 
in-being which desire for the phallus institutes and castration reiterates, 
since it is the very condition of her subjectivity. (As the interview with 
Bemard Fonty attests, neither can this subsequent encounter with 
castration be circumvented by the male subject who may lay claim to 
'having' the phallus.) From this point of view, the psychical function of 
the 'desire for a .child' for the female subject might be said to consist in her 
concomitant adoption of a 'maternal position' wherein certain fictional 
resolutions to the implications of castration might be pursued. 4 Indeed, 
in so far as this specific mode of representation permits the woman to 
rehearse her own division-in-desire, this scenario could be said to 
interpellate all women at some point, whether or not they eventually 
consent to this maternal undertaking in the social world. But what Eric 
Laurent describes as 'a massive social demand enjoining on every woman 
to identify with the mother' refers to the affective investment in children 
demanded of women since the eighteenth century, whose effect is to 
specifically inflect the terms of that 'desire for a child'. The maternal 
position no longer merely responds to the lacuna opened in the female 
subject by desire's impossibility but holds out the (illusory) promise of 
psychical fulfilment only if she assents to the real consequences of her 
'desire for a child'. This is the ruse which marks the history of the mother 
and child, and the dossier's value lies in suggesting where such psychical 
inscriptions of socially-defined imperatives might begin to be identified. 

Notes 

I 'On a question preliminary to any possible treatment of psychosis', in Ecrits, 
trans Alan Sheridan Tavistock London 1977 p 217. 

2 !bid p 218. 



Motherhood Dossier: Introduction 21 

3 Monique Plaza 'Ma Meme Mere' Questions Feministes 7 Fevrier 1980 
translated in Feminist Issues Vol 2 No 1 Spring 1982. 

4 Mary Kelly's 'Post-Partum Document' cf m!JNo 5/6 offers an acute explora
tion of how the mother's desire variously constitutes the child as phallus. 



L' Ane Dossier* 

The Mother In The Unconscious 

As our scientific knowledge of conception has grown in breadth and corn
plexity, ordinary discourse about motherhood has changed. The reliabil
ity of contraception, the safety (and legality) of abortion, the invention 
and diffusion of echography, the ease of artificial insemination- all are 
innovations, devices, in which demand and desire find further occasion 
to come apart. 

Indeed, the increasing control of the generation process is shaking 
the immemorial identification of woman with nature; correlatively, the 
woman, as essence, is disappearing; but, most important, there will soon 
be no woman left in the world who will not have dinned in her ears the 
once secret question of her desire: 'Do you want a child?' A paradigmatic 
form of civilisation's discontents. 

The vacillation induced in the subject by this laying bare of desire 
finds its response in a massive social demand en joining on every woman to 
identify with the mother (for the mother does exist, unlike the woman). 
This is also to prescribe to her that she acquiesce in the normal symptom 
she ought to have: the 'desire for a child'. 

But science, which makes this symptom necessary for the survival 
of the species, also transforms it: to put it plainly, it is only too likely that 
it will become less and less standard. To give just one example, might not 
the isolation of the 'fertilising spermatozoon' accentuate the contingency 
of the husband, imaginarise the function of the father? 

A New Symptom Of The Woman: The Mother Effect 

Eric Laurent 

To be pregnant and to give birth no longer suffice to make one a mother: 
one must also want to be a mother- should I say desire it? The advances 

*Reprinted by permission from L'Ane No 2 1981. 
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in contraception and the voluntary termination of pregnancy which 
Freud looked forward to have led to a remorseless confrontation of the 
mother with her desire. For the demand made of medicine is one thing, 
the desire is quite another. The desire for a child is quite compatible with 
a death wish, and an aborted child may be just as much desired as one 
given birth to. The aporiae of desire are such that the injunction to bring 
demand and desire into accord may have unexpected consequences. 

Echography, a now quite common method of medical examina
tion described by a hospital doctor as a veritable radar of pregnancy, 
makes it possible to determine the sex of the child at six-and-a-half 
months. This knowledge of sex in utero can produce surprising truth 
effects: some mothers are delighted, but others demand to be rid of a 
foetus that has become intolerable to them .... 

Women are asked to identify more and more with a mother, and 
to acquiesce in the symptom which is hers: the desire for a child. But let us 
not be duped: the desire for a child is the offspring of a historically specifi
able alliance. The shift in medical discourse which made possible the 
invention of this new symptom of the woman was made precisely between 
1740 and 1760. 

The Heroic Embrace 

The sweet confessions made to the doctor have a touchstone: giving birth. 
In it there is an aphelic coincidence of sexuality and reproduction, to the 
point where the latter can eventually become self-satisfying, giving rise to 
a celibatary sexuality. Casual love then appears as the stasis of the 
moment when the child is the responsibility of nothing and no one, in 
which it is implanted on earth all by itself. And biology becomes the 
strongest support for this exaltation with its strict isolation of the function 
of the fertilising spermatozoon. To have a child by science, the heroic 
embrace of sex by knowledge, is a more modern fantasy than resort to a 
transient sexual partner. 

The reorganisation achieved by science thus calls for new amorous 
exchanges, and seems sometimes to want to pacify the war between the 
sexes. Doctors repopulate the maternity wards with fathers raised to the 
dignity of suitable assistants to the obstetrician. A recent book by 
Bernard This shows that no one is sure whether this is a matter of a pater
nal image or a symbolic function, but everyone is agreed in welcoming 
this paternal assistance. But the suspicion still persists: is it really the 
father who is called on here in the person of the husband? Freud even
tually thought that it was rare for the husband to be in the father's posi
tion for a woman, his fu~ction being far more often that of a mother. 
What if this is how the modern obstetrician is reconstituting the society of 
women in the labour ward? 

What emerges clearly, from the fertilising spermatozoon to the 
imaginary return of the father at the birth, may subsequently become 
confused. What is certain is that sex and the father are getting further 
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and further apart, to the point where today women can demand of science 
that it be the father. For example: homosexual couples who resort to arti
ficial insemination. The special character of the case should not prevent 
us from asking: are we witnessing the emergence of a new symptom of the 
woman? 

In the Name of the Mother . .. 

It is not mothers as such who seek the psychoanalyst, but subjects of sex. 
What the analyst is dealing with is the desire to be a mother, the desire of 
the mother. This tyche has always lent itself to splits in the analytic move
ment, in the name of the great mother and her scorned powers. 

Jungfirst of all of course, who, as is well known, preferredMutter
recht to the Darwinian myth of the father of the primal horde. And the 
Jungians have carried on diligently exploring the countless figures of the 
mother, the imaginary expansion which has marked this point of contact 
with the real. For them the essential woman exists and they strive to give 
substance to the mythanalysis of the great mother and her living son. 
Freud, on the contrary, always preferred to analyse myths instead ofbeliev
ing in them, applying to them what he had found so useful for dreams. 

Then there was Otto Rank, who wished to make birth trauma the 
sole cause of every manifestation of desire. It is an ever-present tempta
tion, faced with Freud's overdetermination, to pin one's hopes on a real 
which will present itself immediately. To make the mother the real cause 
of the analytic experience is to fall into a two-fold illusion: to take the 
most archaic for the most profound, but also to confuse the Other of 
demand with the master of desire. 

These paralogisms are not only found among the thurifers of the 
mother, but also among the most paternalistic of writers. Do not forget 
the surprise Jacques Lacan caused his hearers in 1964 when he showed 
them that Karl Abraham's transference position was none other than that 
of the good mother watching over the emergence of the non-ambivalent 
good object. 

What happened in the aftermath of Freud's work is happening in 
front of us in the aftermath of Lacan's. Voices are raised claiming that he 
neglected the mother's powers in the cure. A return to maternal transfer
ence then seems the solution to the difficulties and dead -ends of psycho
analysis, whether at the beginning or at the end. 

At the beginning of the cure, these voices insist on the value of 
motherly holding and care in dealing with psychoses, borderline cases, 
child analyses, the unanalysable element of neuroses, etc. One problem 
insists in this grab-bag. For if the fission of the father lays bare the 
fusional relation to the primordial object constituted by the mother, the 
analyst may be tempted to take on the guise of that maternal object in 
order to enter the fantasy world of the subject. But one must not be 
duped, to approach the subject by making oneself into his mirror image is 
to take the desperate step of doubling his alienation. 
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As for the end of analysis, the maternal function is appealed to in 
the hope of breaking the rocks of demand. The paralogism here is to 
conceive the outcome of the process as a reparation of the 'too much' or 
'too little' of the mother's gifts. Faced with the unconditional character of 
the demand for love, the psychoanalyst comes to reckon that the only way 
through it is to respond to it. This is a hopeless illusion, of course, but it 
saves him from the awareness that he has become a waste product of the 
desire that has sustained the process of the cure. It is understandable that 
he should cling to the illusion, even if it is not certain that it will save him. 

The l'Ane Dossier 

To clarify these currently crucial questions, the following dossier presents 
Freud's theses on the mother and sets out the different registers in which 
the myth is grasped in experience. 

In the symbolic register, Alain Grosrichard compares ancient 
dreams and Artemidorus' interpretation to Freud's, Catherine Millot 
explains why she cannot number the names of the mother, and Denis 
Paulme presents the mother in the African folk-tale. [These articles have 
not been translated.] 

In the imaginary register, Tremolin reveals the rich variety of the 
animal mother, and Dominique Kalfon and Bernard Fonty show that 
introducing the imaginary father into the maternity wards leads to an 
imaginarisation of the mother. 

As for the real mother, Marie-Christine Hamon and Marie
Helene Brousse-Delanoe describe her as she evades all the contradictory 
advice so eagerly pressed upon her. 

Finally, Sasaki Takatsugu, in his discussion of the 'lightness of the 
signifier' in Japan, gives a glimpse of an Other mother. [This article has 
not been translated.] 

Andrology: The One Absent From The Birth 

Interview with Bernard Fonty by Dominique Kalfon 

'The man is only grasped in his sexual and procreatory function 
via feminine discourse'. This is the conclusion reached by the 
surgeon-gynaecologist Bernard Fonty, who has been running an 
andrological consultancy at the Antoine Beclere Hospital for the 
past two years. 'I realised very quickly that I was not addressing 
men, but women through men's bodies.' 
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Dominique Kalfon You are one of the few doctors performing vasec
tomies in France. How did this come about? 
Bernard Fonty Five years or so ago men still had no possibility of contra
ception. I met many who came to express pity for their wives: 'Telling her 
she must put in a coil, or take the pill ... I don't want to go on forcing 
these things on her. Isn't there something I could do myself?' They did not 
seem to have been pressurised into coming to consult me then, though I 
have sometimes had such cases subsequently. 
Dominique Kalfon Was one event most specifically responsible for their 
demand? 
Bernard Fonty When I worked at the Lilas Maternity Hospital, many of 
them said they had begun to worry about contraception after havingjully 
participated in their wives' pregnancy and birth. 
Dominique Kalfon Fully? How did they differ from other fathers? 
Bernard Fonty They seemed to have been much more affected by their 
wives' sufferings. They had realised how important contraception is, that 
their wives had become prisoners of their bodies as a result of a sexual 
relation for which they shared the responsibility. The only available 
method for them at the time was vasectomy. 
Dominique Kalfon When a man asks to be sterilised, he refers to nothing 
more 'personal' than his wife's sufferings? 
Bernard Fonty It's true that paternity seems remote, even when a man 
takes a very direct part in his wife's pregnancy .... He may produce all 
the symptoms of the couvade, have ulcers or swellings, but that doesn't 
make him a father. 
Dominique Kalfon A father? Do you mean mother? 
Bernard Fonty Of course, that is the ambiguity I subsequently discov
ered. In an attempt to scotomise their inability to have children, men 
have themselves ligatured ... so as to cease to be able to carry children in 
their bellies. They can only be truly fathers in a mother's discourse. But it 
is still surprising that this demand arises when their partner, being preg
nant, is, precisely, sterile .... 
Dominique Kalfon As if there were an equivalence between being sterile 
and being prenant? 
Bernard Fonty Yes, for these men, to have their vas deferens ligatured 
meant that they could have children. 
Dominique Kalfon So you believe that a man's demand for sterilisation 
is different in kind from a woman's demand to have her Fallopian tubes 
ligatured? · 
Bernard Fonty Certainly, and I would say I am much more prepared to 
accept women's requests, for they seem to me more in harmony with their 
bodies. Men all construct and complicate thei'r demand, thus expressing 
their marked disharmony with the desire to be a mother. 
Dominique Kalfon But I suppose they aren't all alike!? 
Bernard Fonty Some men give the impression that they are simply satis
fying their partner's desire, and the vasectomy seems to be the outcome of 
a whole series of 'castrations'. 
Dominique Kalfon And is then a real castration? 
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Bernard Fonty Yes, and these men often have quite strange reactions. 
For example, they make appointments for consultation in the names and 
forenames of their wives. And the institution favours this confusion by 
giving them 'b' file numbers. 

Other requests are created by the couple's pathology. There is no 
method of contraception acceptable 'with a man like him'. You get the 
same explanations as with the requests for ligatured Fallopian tubes. The 
woman no longer much wants to make love with her husband, she doesn't 
dare tell him so, so she does it indirectly by proposing a vasectomy. Diffi
culties which her husband perceives and seeks to verify by his sterilisation. 
But once he has the proof, she wants no more of him, and very often he 
can't cope! 
Dominique Kalfon Are these requests sometimes related to what can be 
called mysogyny? 
Bernard Fonty Some men are quite incapable of giving anything at all to 
women. For example: when I carry out a vasectomy, I ask first for some 
sperm to be preserved- as you know, the sperm bank uses it to make arti
ficial inseminations. Well, two thirds of the men refuse this donation, 
which they cannot even imagine. The notion that their sperm will be 
mixed up with other men's and finally be used for an unknown woman 
represents a terrible derogation of their bodies. Under these conditions 
one can indeed say that the vasectomy is a guarantee that they will not 
have to give anything any more. 
Dominique Kalfon Or to lose anything .... It must be difficult for you to 
satisfy requests for vasectomies. 
Bernard Fonty All the more so in so far as they are becoming less and less 
specific, and there are more and more of them. I have had twenty-five
year-aids referred to me by the CIDV, a vasectomy information 
centre .... 
Dominique Kalfon Had they already had children? 
Bernard Fonty No, not most of them. But the information had begun to 
circulate, the popular press had discussed it. I have very often had to say 
no. 
Dominique Kalfon But by what criteria do you decide, after all, to say 
yes? 
Bernard Fonty I know one professor who always applied strict criteria: 
having preservable sperm- for it isn't necessarily preservable- being 
over thirty-five, having at least three children, one of them a boy. As for 
me, at the beginning I made practically no conditions, except not to 
accede to 'impossible' demands, such as that of the activist who didn't 
want children because of nuclear weapons. So I gradually learnt to say 
no. I too insist first on the preservation of sperm. Secondary sexual dis
turbances must be avoided. The man must retain the possibility of 
remaking his life, of having a child once again: that must remain possible 
in the imaginary. My second condition: an interview with a psychiatrist. I 
often have to insist, but I make it a sine qua non. Faced with these 
requirements, a quarter of the patients give up. 
Dominique Kalfon In other words, the difficulty arises from the fact 
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that your intervention is real and definitive, in the face of a problematic 
that impresses you as ambivalent. Hence the psychiatrist. ... 
Bernard Fonty Yes, but I have plenty of difficulty with the psychiatrists. 
I have had three in succession. I expect a lot more than they can give me, 
first of all, I suppose, that they reassure me about what I am doing. 
Dominique Kalfon From what you say it is tempting to conclude that the 
future of paternity is not guaranteed? Is this because men are becoming 
more and more dominated by motherhood? 
Bernard Fonty Perhaps. As you know, more and more men are present 
when their wives give birth- this is quite a recent thing. But what are they 
asked to do but to carry out a mother's role, that of the old midwife, the 
old mother-in-law, who bustled about the woman: lifting her head, 
massaging her flanks, controlling her drip-feed .... They certainly aren't 
asked to carry out a man's role. 
Dominique Kalfon But what could be a man's role in such a situation? 
Bernard Fonty Perhaps that of someone absent. 
Dominique Kalfon Absent from contraception, absent from birth ... 
but the father. 

Advice To Mothers: Critical Notes 

I Am Expecting A Baby ... 

Dominique Kalfon 

Mothers are constantly being given advice. It seems that even at the 
moment when they are most fulfilled, this advice is an echo of their need 
to find in the other a response to their lacks. Laurence Pernoud is con
vinced that their demands are justified, at any rate she tries to be equal to 
them in each of her books. 

As is well known, she chooses for her titles banal phrases used by 
all mothers: 'I am expecting a baby', 'I am bringing up a baby'. But she 
does so all the better to inflict on them an exposition of her obstetric and 
paediatric learning. Scrupulous descriptions of the symptoms of preg
nancy and its physiological phenomena, of the embryological process, of 
the labour at birth, not to speak of genetic information and dietary 
advice .... Her rush to respond to every demand thus leads her to hand 
out recipes as one might give orders: by playing on the prestige of medical 
authority. Recipes which, seeing their results from our psychoanalytical 
window, serve merely to block the anxiety of the woman who has become 
a mother, who, at the moment she is giving life, becomes newly aware of 
her own death. From the moment she says 'I am expecting a baby' the 
latter makes a definitive caesura in her existence and crystallises, as the 
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signifier it then becomes, the maternal imaginary. So what can one do 
with a scientific truth when one is struggling with an unconscious know· 
ledge? 

If, in the processes set in motion by birth, Laurence Pernoud's 
medicalising approach lines her up with the reality principle, Frederick 
Leboyer takes the side of the pleasure principle. But both fail to play the 
one off against the other. 

Frederick Leboyer is not satisfied that medicine has replied to the 
Bible's 'In sorrow thou shalt bring forth children' by the techniques of 
'painless' childbirth. He goes further, and hence his inverted formula: 
'Birth Without Violence', and slides from the mother's sufferings to those 
of the child. He cannot admit that being born and giving birth are 
accompanied by a loss, loss of a possession for the mother, of an idyllic 
state- 'the golden age'- for the child. Leboyer gives a harrowing descrip
tion of the real of the suffering of the child being born, emphasising its 
'tortured' body, its eyes 'exposed to the floodlights', its lungs scorched by 
an 'intolerable burning', 'flames assail the child from every side, ... they 
sear its flesh, they devour'. Birth is the fall into a 'briar patch', a 'calvary', 
a 'hell' .... And it is the mother who pushes the baby out of her body on its 
way to death. 

This tragic event, in which enjoyment of the child is what is most 
of all prohibited the mother, is nothing but a castration, about which
Leboyer is convinced- the mother is fundamentally ignorant. ... He 
alone, moreover, unlike everyone else, mothers, doctors or midwives, 
who are blind, he alone is the receptacle of truth, to the extent that this 
obstetrician forgets even the most obvious thing about what is called 
'foetal suffering', ie, the absolutely necessity for the nurseling to bring its 
intra-uterine life to an end if it is not to die intra utero. 

Powerless to hold back the inexorable process of birth, Leboyer 
has proposed a method of childbirth and aftercare deriving from Indian 
practices which attempts precisely to recreate the 'golden age'. The 
mother thus becomes completely and utterly the instrument of her child's 
well-being. With a swing of the pendulum, he brings the latter to the 
centre of the stage, leaving the mother in the decor, while, inscribed in 
the background is a hardly repressed aggressivity towards her, forever 
'guilty' of an inability to maintain the foetal fusion .... 

It is clear that neither scientific nor mystical tendencies will be 
sufficient to answer to the mother's lack, which the child itself has not 
managed to fill. But this is no doubt to be preferred: for by not obtaining 
a response to what she demands, she will be all the more able to give what 
she does not have, ie- in Lacan's definition- to love it. 
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Advice To Mothers: Critical Notes 

Two Psychoanalysts And A Pacifier 

Marie-Helene Brousse-Delanoe 

Post-Freudianism has been marked by a huge growth in the psycho
analysis of children. Investigations into the genesis of the psychical appa
ratus in a theoretical field that was trying to remain more or less Freudian 
led psychoanalysis into some very strange paths, paths which often turned 
out to be no more than the beaten tracks of a psychologisation of the 
unconscious. This literature is characterised by the diversity of its 
concepts, but also by very different levels of seriousness, especially in the 
domains of prophylaxis or pedagogy. 

For example, one cannot help but ask what authorises the psycho
analyst to give advice to mothers as to how to bring up their children .... 
For where does he get such advice, from under which hat does he make it 
emerge? Nevertheless, the relationship between the psychoanalyst and 
Freudian·theory will differ if the advice is offered directly as a recipe, or 
on the contrary follows from a theoretical doctrine. Take the example of 
the following coincidence- or rather non-coincidence- in the work of 
Bettelheim and Spitz. 

The title of Bruno Bettelheim's Dialogues with Mothers and the 
sub-title of its French translation: The first task- to educate the parents 
set the scene at the outset. For Bettelheim, psychoanalysis can, without 
losing its pertinence, be transformed into 'dialogue', ie, move right out of 
the psychoanalytic field. As for the psychoanalyst, having acquired a uni
versal competence, he can pose simultaneously as the father and as the 
educator of the parents. 

I:Iow does Bettelheim set about it? In engaging in dialogue with a 
mother to bring out- in principle- from the questions she asks the 
hidden part of her desire for her child, it is not too much to say that he 
intervenes and imposes his own solutions .... 'But there's no reason to feel 
guilty for either of the two; on the contrary. There is certainly nothing 
wrong in wanting something for yourself. My suggestion is that you start 
out by thinking, "I need some rest; if I can now get her to take her nap, we 
can both have our rest and then we'll both be better off'' [p 66]. As for the 
advice itself- 'do not feel guilty'- it immediately reveals its self-defeating 
essence: advice is what one cannot follow .... He puts himself in the posi
tion of the mother -uttering this direct discourse in which it is his ego 
that says 'I'- and reduces us to those conceptions of analysis in which the 
psychoanalyst functions simply as an ego ideal for the analysand. 'The 
way in which I handled my relation to them at any one moment, and 
theirs to me, presented to all of them an image of how any personal re la
tions may be handled' [p 12]. 

During another interview, this time on pacifiers, a mother asks if a 
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pacifier is 'good or bad' .... Transformed into a vigorous apologist of the 
pleasure principle, of which the pacifier is, for him, an emblem, Bettel
heim comes into conflict with some recalcitrant mothers: between them 
and him there is a discussion which does not satisfy him, attached as he is 
to the assimilation of the unconscious to the introspective depths of inti
macy. Castration anxiety? Never heard of it! So he tries to educate these 
mothers systematically, starting from a position, never from an attentive
ness. 'Basically,' he notes, 'they wanted a set of rules about What to Do 
and What Not to Do' [p 3] to bring up their children .... But it must be 
said that by the end they had got just that. They sought a master and they 
found him. On the other hand, there is no danger of finding the least 
trace of theoretical psychoanalytic reflection anywhere in this. book, 
which evidences only an empiricism based on a fumbling search for well
being. 

It is at a much higher level that an author like Rene Spitz, in The 
First Year of Life, asks the question of advice to mothers, although he too 
comes up against the pacifier. Discussing what he calls the pathology of 
object relations, having analysed the first year of life, he constructs an 
analytical interpretation of a somatic disorder of the nurseling: three
month colic. The interpretation, based on a variety of observations, 
inter-relates the mother's 'primary anxious over-permissiveness' [p 213] 
and the child's response. The quasi-phenomenological description of the 
process depends on a theorisation of the development of object relations. 

Spitz does not suggest that the mother has a duty not to be 
anxious. Nor does he prompt her with the ways to stop being anxious. He 
gives no advice in the sense discussed above. When he brings up the paci
fier as something which will help clear up this three-month colic, it is on 
the basis of a therapeutic strategy suggested by two authors, Levine and 
Bell. His reaction to their discovery is not to seek to justify the pacifier 
from an educational point of view, but to explain its success from the 
Freudian theory of the libido, in terms of a reduction of instinctual ten
sions. Thus he refers neither to his intuition, nor to the mother's psychol
ogy, nor to the search for the good to which the child is supposed to be 
coordinated, but relates the use of the pacifier to the study of a structure, 
the structure constituted by the mother-child dyad, without, however, 
either recommending it or condemning it. 

If we refer to Freud, it is clear that one cannot but avoid giving 
advice. For it presupposes analysing desire not as an empirical desire for 
an object appropriate to one's well-being, defined as an equilibrium 
point of the psychical apparatus, but as an a priori. The use Spitz makes 
of direct observations and the methods of experimental psychology may 
well lead him to evoke therapeutic or prophylactic directions ; but he 
himself sees these tasks as having more to do with 'society' than with 
psychoanalysis. From Freudian theory one can draw no educational 
diktat. 

Dogmatism is not to be found amongst analysts as such; it arises 
rather from an absence of theory, or from a theory which stops short of 
the fundamental dimension of unconscious knowledge: castration. 
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Good-Enough 

Marie-Christine Hamon 

Freud does not exculpate the mother. Nor does he accuse her, either, 
although there is- as is clear from his last texts- a rehabilitation of the 
trauma theory he had abandoned in 1897 and a shift: from the father (of 
the hysteric) towards the mother. ... She is, he says, the first seducer. 

He is not at all concerned to reassure mothers as to the purity of 
their love, or to asepticise the relationship .... On the contrary, he Insist
ently shows that a tender attachment has always first been a sexual one: it 
is in sexuality that mother and child are caught from the outset. As to the 
question of what limit to set on tenderness (everyone has been nursed, 
cared for and sexually aroused by a mother or her surrogate), it is less 
important than that of the definition of the place of the father, the prohi
bition of incest giving the form of a law to the inevitable separation. 

Is the mother a seducer, is she excessively tender, an unsatisfied 
lover displacing onto her child a passion which has been unable to find 
any other outlet? Her relation to her baby is a relation of love 'entailing 
complete satisfaction', one which not only fulfils all psychical desires, but 
also assuages all physical needs .... Is she severe to her daughter, at times 
a rival, unfair in the manifestation of her preferences? The decisive ele
ment for homo- (or hetero-) sexual object choice remains the father's atti
tude (see 'Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman'). 

An impossible role? Freud implies it, and refuses to play the 
mother, either as educator or as analyst. 

Educator and analyst, Winnicott not only affirms his faith in these 
two tasks, he thinks they are compatible. He therefore obliterates the 
antinomy between them- which Freud thought radical- by clothing 
them in a maternal common denominator. 

For he explicitly conceives the cure as a mothering; compensating 
for the real deficiencies of the mother: 'The mental health of each child is 
laid down by the mother during her preoccupation with the care of her 
infant' [CP p 220]. Thus, according to Winnicott, 'an analyst has to dis
play all the patience and tolerance and reliability of a mother devoted to 
her infant ... ' [CP p 202] The good-enough analyst- the analyst 
capable of identifying with the patient and with the mother of the latter's 
first months (rather, with the devoured-rejected maternal breast)
replaces an earlier inadequate mother in order to make possible, via 
regression, a new experience. 

The role which falls to the mother, solely responsible for the 
mental health, or, on the contrary, through her eventual deficiencies, for 
the madness of her child, Winnicott is prepared to take on. As an analyst. 
And it is clear that there is no break between the conception of the analyst 
as mother (better mother) and Winnicott's first position: that of the paed
iatrician who knows and proffers his knowledge (universal mother). 

Care for and observation of the baby are merged with the earliest 
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education- of the mother as well as the child. Really there are two child
ren who the doctor takes on: indeed, every good mother must, says 
Winnicott, identify as completely as possible with her baby. There is no 
need for her to be intelligent, he adds, all that matters is her 'devotion': 'A 
mother need not have intellectual understanding of her job, because 
indeed she is fitted for it in its essentials by her biological orientation to 
her own baby. It is the fact of her devotion to her own baby rather than 
her self-conscious knowledge that makes her good enough to be successful 
in_ the early stages of infant nurture ... ' [CFOW pp 189-90]. 

Winnicott's first texts, a series of lectures for parents, educators 
and nurses, thus take the form of so much advice, if not answers ('learn to 
look after your baby'), on breast-feeding, weaning, crying, adoption, 
delinquency .... Nothing less than a guide to psychical health (The Child 
and the Family). For firstly, everything turns on the first few months, or 
even the first few days; secondly, mothers know, says Winnicott, but not 
everything; and thirdly, the doctor repaz"rs and compensates for her fail
ings: just as in the cure- illuminated, he claims, by 'the new understand
ing of infant care' [CP p 295]- in which the analyst is invited to give the 
patient another chance: the chance of a 'good mother'. 

The fantasy is clear enough: the same as the one Lacan pointed 
out in Abraham ('It is not only a question of what the analyst wants to do 
with his patient in the matter. It is also a question of what his patient 
wants to do with him. Abraham, we might say, wanted to be a complete 
mother' [FFCP pp 158-9]). In other words, a correcting, orthopaedz"c and 
gratifying role, both for the cure, and for counselling. 

Books discussed 

Laurence Pernoudj'attends un enfant Pierre Horay/Garnier Paris 
Frederick Leboyer Birth Without Violence Wildwood House London 1975 
Bruno Bettelheim Dialogues with Mothers The Free Press New York 1962 
Rene Spitz The First Year of Life, A Psychoanalytic Study of Normal and Deviant 

Development of Object Relations International Universities Press New 
York 1965 

D W Winnicott The Child, the Family and the Outside World Penguin London 
1964 

D W Winnicott Collected Papers, Through Paediatrics to Psycho-analysis Tavi
stock Publications London 1958 

The Figures Of The Mother A Study 

Marz"e-Christine Hamon 

It is common today to demand that the analyst have a 'maternal' attent
iveness, and to describe the prevalence of the 'paternal complex' in Freud 
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as a repression of the mother .... Hence the importance of a return to the 
text of Freud to see how well-founded are the accusations of lacunae or 
blindness on his part: a death-dealing desire of the mother he overlooked; 
an ambivalence he deliberately ignored; the real failures of mothering he 
underestimated. 

There is no text exclusively devoted to the mother in Freud's writ
ings (no equivalent of Totem and Taboo for the father). Nevertheless, his 
scattered remarks, which become more frequent in his last texts- on 
femininity and narcissism -suffice to pinpoint the figures of the mother, 
for the unconscious. To the point that it becomes impossible to see any
thing but her: in the discussions of anxiety, of the sphere of love, of infan
tile sexuality, but also, more unexpectedly, in patients' protestations of 
rejection ('It's not my mother'- 'So it is his mother,' [SEIX 235] says 
Freud) or dreamers' certainties ('I have no recollection of having had any 
such (incestuous) dream' [SEV 398]). 

The mother is the object of incestuous dreams. These are so wide
spread that Freud links the typical dreams with them (feeling of 'deja vu', 
of the 'uncanny', dreams of birth). And to her, too, he says, should be 
related screen memories and the primal meanings of fairy tales ('The 
Theme of the Three Caskets' [SEXII]). 

The Cruel Mother 

The mother of the unconscious is not the 'actual' mother. Freud indicates 
this on a number of occasions while discussing that quite other reality 
'psychical reality'. When he sees the anxiety felt by the child separated 
from its mother as a prefiguration of castration anxiety he is describing 
not a point in reality but one of structure : the unhappiness of every 
infans. And he specifies: it is to the mother of infancy that the man's love 
is addressed. 

Freud is not denying the possibility that there are cruel mothers, 
or that this may play a part in the anxieties or recriminations of the 
neurotic. But he holds that analysis reveals other, different elements of 
much greater importance: eg, the permanent dissatisfaction of the 
human child (an in satiable demand for love), or the mechanisms of rever
sal and projection characteristic of the unconscious. The hostility of the 
mother is never anything but an inversion of the small child's hostility to 
her in consequence of inevitable frustrations; one only fears to be 
devoured because one has wanted to devour oneself. 

The Perfect Mother 

It is true that there is in Freud a discourse on the mother that seems hardly 
free of prejudice. For example, his evocation of 'mother love' as the proto
type for every relation of love thereafter ('No one who has seen a baby 
sinking back satisfied from the breast and falling asleep with flushed 
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cheeks and a blissful smile can escape the reflection that this picture per
sists as a prototype of the expression of sexual satisfaction in later life' 
[SEVII 182]). Also the 'fulfillment of femininity' he sees in giving birth to 
a boy: what happiness if the baby brings the mother the longed-for penis 
with him! Or again, the lack of ambivalence he insists on in the relation
ship between mother and son [SEXXII 133]. An idealisation that is taken 
furthest in the text on Leonardo in the fantasy of an incestuous relation to 
the mother [SEXI]. 

The Primal Mother 

These theses on mother love can be read as a discourse of love addressed 
to the mother by the boy-child. For there is in Freud another type of dis
course, based on 'infantile sexual theories' (those of neurotics in analysis) 
and on his own self-analysis (the Letters to Fliess and The Interpretation 
of Dreams). A radical strangeness of the other scene, incommensurate 
with observation or common sense, from which can be disengaged the 
figures of the mother for the unconscious. 

For both sexes, the mother is the first object of love. A residue of 
that 'first sexual relation', suckling, which, in either case, helps to pre
pare the choice of object and hence the rediscovery of the lost happiness. 
The conjunction of sexual drives and ego drives is determinant: one loves 
... oneself or whoever cares for one (the mother who feeds and holds). 
Need and love confounded. 

As the first object oflove, the mother is the first object lost. Even in 
the period of primary narcissism, the mother of need, on whom the child 
is absolutely dependent, may have to absent herself: a situation of abso
lute danger when she can fail to respond. At any rate she must be inade
quate to the love, for the child is insatiable. 

The fixation of infantile libido is always true: for girls as much as 
for boys there is a pre-Oedipal attachment to the mother. And the 
separation anxiety that Freud makes paradigmatic of the girl's castration 
complex affects each and everyone. Someone subject to it throughout his 
or her life has simply remained more childish in this respect. 

The Unique Mother 

The mother as figure of the first loss, of something 'irreplaceable' which 
stands at the beginning of the infinite series of surrogates- 'endless for 
the reason that every surrogate nevertheless fails to provide the desired 
satisfaction' [SEXI 169] -is not the prerogative of the boy. 

There is a quest for the mother for both sexes in which only the 
forms differ. The man has to overcome the incestuous representation: 
'Anyone who is to be really free and happy in love must have surmounted 
his respect for women and have come to terms with the idea of incest with 
his mother or sister' [SEXI 186]. By adjusting to the idea that the mother 
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can be both virgin and whore. Generally there is a split. 'Where they love 
they do not desire and where they desire they cannot love' [SEXI 183]. 
Sexual overestimation on the one hand, debasement on the other, in 
order to have the mother. 

If the man seeks, or risks finding in a 'feature' [SEXI 179] that 
threatens him with impotence, the mother in the series of women, what 
does the woman find? 'Where the woman's attachment to her father was 
particularly intense, analysis showed that it had been preceded by a phase 
of exclusive attachment to her mother which had been equally intense 
and passionate,' [SEXXI 225] says Freud. Moreover, he stresses, the man 
is always for her her father or brother ('the husband is almost always so to 
speak only a substitute, never the right man; it is another man- in typical 
cases the father- who has first claim to a woman's love' [SEX I 203]). 

Is this to say that it is also the mother that the woman finds? Some· 
times in the father, sometimes in the husband, in the child (when she 
becomes a mother) or in her own body when, at puberty, it takes on the 
forms of the mother? From Freud it seems that surrogates are the rule, as 
for the boy. Except that here it is more a matter of being the mother than 
of having her. 

The riddle, once the metonymy of desire and the infinite play of 
substitution (this is never it) has been recognised, is rather the girl's 
turning-away from- even coming to hate- her mother. How, when and 
why did she so turn away? asks Freud. 

The Phallic Mother 

The child's love, boy or girl, is addressed to a phallic mother, not a castra
ted one, says Freud. The experience of castration, for both sexes, is 
bound up with the imaginary castration of the mother: 'For both sexes, 
only one genital, namely the male one, comes into account' [SEX IX 142]. 
This 'primacy of the phallus' is precisely the distinction between infantile 
genital organisation and adult genital organisation ('maleness exists, but 
not femaleness. The antithesis here is between having a male genital and 
being castrated' [SEXIX 145]). 

The girl asks the same thing of the mother as the boy: to be a 
phallic mother. Their destinies diverge after their recognition that some
thing is missing from its place; there follows 'horror' or 'narcissistic humil
iation'. 

The mother's lack of a penis, proof that the castration threat he 
had hitherto hardly credited has been carried out, pushes the boy into 
identification with his father (so as to avoid the risk to his sex). Hence
forth he oscillates between contempt for the female sex and horror: 
'Probably no male human being is spared the fright of castration at the 
sight of a female genital' [SEXXI 154]. Unless he adopts a compromise 
solution like that of fetishism, in which there is a split: in order to avoid 
risking his sex, while not refusing himself its satisfaction. 

This disavowal, when it occurs, takes a different form in the girl, 
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which Freud desccribed as a 'masculinity complex'. She is persuaded 
come what may that she does have the envied penis. A disavowal process 
'which in the mental life of children seems neither uncommon nor very 
dangerous but which in an adult would mean the beginning of a psycho
sis' [SEXIX 253). 

Whatever the case, the little girl is not disposed to generalise what 
she initially considers an individual punishment or misfortune: 'Women 
whom she respects, like her mother, retain a penis for a long time' 
[SEXIX 144-5). 

The fact that her mother belongs to the class of castrated beings is 
more decisive for the girl than the recognition of her own infirmity. This 
Freud thinks is the essential reason for her hostility and turning-away. If 
she turns to the father it is because he alone can give her what her mother 
lacks, according to the equation penis = baby. 

Castration 

The discovery of the mother's castration has a decisive effect on the orien
tation of the Oedipus complex: 'Whereas in boys the Oedipus complex is 
destroyed by the castration complex, in girls it is made possible and led up 
to by the castration complex' [SEXIX 256). For the former it is a resolu
tion, for the latter, on the contrary, a beginning to something rather 
poorly understood: 'In girls the motive for the demolition of the Oedipus 
complex is lacking .... It may be slowly abandoned or dealt with by 
repression, or its effects may persist far into women's normal mental life' 
[SEXIX 257). 

Boys are forced to repress the sensual current in their libido, only 
retaining the loving part. Girls are obliged to renounce something impos
sible (the mother's child, the longed-for penis). The incest prohibition for 
both is formulated in relation to the mother: you cannot, because there is 
the father and your sex is at risk, since she is castrated; she cannot give you 
what you demand of her since she does not have it. ... 

Quoad Matrem 

Up to this point, according to Freud, their fantasies are the same: each 
wants to have a child by its mother. A fantasy he had occasion to study 
further via particular analyses: for example, the considerations on the 
term 'rescue' in 'The Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a 
Woman'. 

The symmetry of the demand addressed to the mother (to be 
phallic, to have a child by her) makes the girl's turning-away all the more 
enigmatic. Thus Freud analyses at length the hostile motives that might 
justify it. Finally falling back on 'ambivalence' and an admission of ignor
ance: 'It is probably more prudent in general to admit that we have as yet 
no clear understanding of these processes, with which we have only just 
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become acquainted' [SEXII 235]. Her 'turning away from the mother 
who was an object so intensely and exclusively loved' [SEXXI 231] 
remains a riddle for Freud. As if the rejection of castration and its corre
late, Penis-Neid, were not enough to explain it. 

But it is clear from a reading of Freud that for him castration is 
what governs the difference between the sexes- once we realise that this is 
first of all a matter of the castration of the mother. 

For the unconscious there are no entities 'man' or 'woman'. No 
representation of the difference between the sexes. Paradoxical as they 
may appear to be, Lacan's assertions (The woman does not exist', The 
woman does not enter a sexual relation except as the mother and the man 
except as subjected to castration') are backed up by a reading or accen
tuation of Freud's writings, which make it pretty clear that there is no 
other woman for the unconscious than the mother. 

Fort/Da 

No doubt, from the Traumdeutung on, the psychoanalysis founded by 
Freud was more 'paternal'- more orientated towards the law, the sym· 
bolic, the dead father- than 'maternal'. This is because his discussions of 
the oral, of identification and the super-ego leave no doubt as to the nature 
of the supposedly idyllic relationship to the mother. For Freud there is 
hardly a paradise, even if the nostalgz'a remains. The first relationship, 
suckling, is sexual. But if it represents to adults a loving satisfaction they 
have lost and may never regain, for the child this first relationship is always, 
over and above the response to its needs, a threatening encounter with the 
Other which may be lacking (the breast withdrawn). 

Similarly, from the moment of the first absence- after repeated 
experiences of disappearance-reappearance have constituted the 
mother-object in her totality- the child, says Freud, is prey to the power 
of a libido that it can only transform into anxiety. A fundamental exper
ience of unpleasure which it nevertheless attempts to renew as soon as it 
can symbolise it (the fort/da game). 

In the analytical cure one does not repeat the golden age but the 
'narcissistic wound' implied in infantile sexual events and the Oedipus 
complex. The unconscious does 'repeat', but beyond pleasure, with a 
strength and exactitude often unwished-for [SEXVIII 18]. 

Narcissistic wound and irreducible loss, anxiety, disturbances in 
the sphere oflove, splitting of the subject, inversion in object choice- can 
one claim that the mother, the cause of all these ills, is idealised by Freud? 
It is real motherly failings that appear as mere variants in relation to these 
structural facts. The campaign for a 'maternal attentiveness' presents 
itself as an extension of Freud's intuitions (his allusions to birth anxiety as 
the prototype of all subsequent situations of danger, his resort to a pre
Oedipal phase to explain the riddle of femininity). Unless this return to 
the mother, motivated essentially by the psychoanalysis of children and 
based to an increasing extent on direct observation, is a harbinger of the 
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myth of origin that periodically flutters, and perhaps threatens, psycho
analysis. 

(Reference is here made to all Freud's writings, the most basic being: The 
Interpretation of Dreams, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, 
'Female Sexuality', 'The Infantile Genital Organisation', 'Fetishism', 
'The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex', the three 'Contributions to the 
Psychology of Love', New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, The 
Ego and the Id, 'Beyond the Pleasure Principle', Inhibitions, Symptoms 
And Anxiety, 'Negation', 'The Theme of the Three Caskets', 'Leonardo 
da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood'.) 

Translated by Ben Brewster 



'Mothering' 

Parveen Adams 

A dilemma that faces feminists is that while on the one hand we want to 
be good mothers, on the other hand we struggle against many of the attri
butes of she who is represented as the 'good' mother. 1 These representa
tions are the more difficult to resist to the extent that the mother is 
defined in psychological terms for they amount to a claim that there are 
universal attributes of mothering. Yet we have recognised that the 'good' 
mother is not a universal figure but is a product of particular social prac
tices and we have made some attempts to analyse these practices. 

Of course, social practices include theoretical discourses and the 
specific practices associated with them- in analysing the construction of 
mothering feminists have often implicated psychoanalysis in the incul
cation of social norms in individuals, including mothers. However, this is 
not obviously true and it should be noted that Freud himself specifically 
disclaims any wish to establish normative criteria either at the level of 
theory or at the level of clinical practice. If psychoanalysis frees the 
person from the disabling effects of pathology this is by no means through 
effecting the demands of social norms and Freud is quite clear that meet
ing society's stringent demands may itself generate neurosis. 

Other forms of psychoanalysis might take a different position 
especially where the mother-child relation is concerned. Indeed, Freud's 
theories have been invoked left, right and centre to prop up pedagogical 
norms and to justify a wide variety of therapeutic interventions whose aim 
is the regulation of the behaviour of both parents and children. So it can 
be said that normative criteria have been introduced through the notion 
of mothering and its elaborations since the eighteenth century; and it 
might be said that psychoanalysis sustains a discourse which makes the 
woman responsible. But it is crucial to distinguish between those theo
retical psychoanalytic positions which are formed within and generalised 
to a practice of mothering and those theories like Freud's which have 
always avoided this precisely by demonstrating that the level of psychical 
life is not the same as the level of reality at which a mother 'manages' her 
child. 

The former positions may take the form of giving recipes for 
maternal behaviour (the child should not be given a feeding dummy) or 
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may confine themselves to enjoining on the mother a general responsi
bility for conducting herself along a pre-defined path. Both these forms 
of advice are in the name of the child's.healthy development. In contrast, 
Freud's work does not emphasise the individual mother's performance in 
respect to her child. The mother, no matter what she does, will necessar
ily provoke ambivalences which are crucial to the child's normal develop
ment though they might also become obstacles to it. The very nature of 
the tasks the mother performs: bathing, feeding, procreating, link them 
to seduction, dissatisfaction at being given insufficient milk, jealousy of 
siblings and a fear of the loss of love. Freud is speaking of the mother in 
the unconscious, a mother who introduces the child to lack, to castration, 
to representation. Freud's concept of psychical reality requires repression 
of the desire for the mother, an instinctual renunciation which is the price 
of 'Civilisation'. 

To say that this figure of the mother does not constrain the real 
mother is not to say that the way a particular mother relates to her child is 
irrelevant to the child's psychic life. It is, rather, to insist that the child 
cannot escape the play of its mother's psychz"c life across its own. Freud 
writes: 

To the uninitiated it is hardly credible how seldom normal 
potency is to be found in a husband and how often a wife is frigid 
among married couples who live under the dominance of our civi
lised sexual morality, what a degree of renunciation, often on 
both sides, is entailed by marriage, and to what narrow limits 
married life- the happiness that is so ardently desired- is nar
rowed down. I have already explained that in these circumstances 
the most obvious outcome is nervous illness; but I must further 
point out the way in which a marriage of this kind continues to 
exercise its influence on the few children, or the only child born of 
it. At a first glance, it seems to be a case of transmission by inheri
tance; but closer inspection shows that it is really a question of the 
effect of powerful infantile impressions. A neurotic wife who is un
satisfied by her husband is, as a mother, over-tender and over
anxious towards her child, on to whom she transfers her need for 
love; and she awakens it to sexual precocity. The bad relations 
between its parents, moreover, excite its emotional life and cause 
it to feel love and hatred to an intense degree while it is still at a 
very tender age. Its strict upbringing, which tolerates no activity 
of the sexual life that has been aroused so early, lends support to 
the suppressing force and this conflict at such an age contains 
everything necessary for bringing about lifelong nervous illness. 
( 'Cz"vilised' Sexual Morality and Modern Nervous Illness) 

Of course all quotations are out of context. What is important here is not 
that a 'neurotic wife who is unsatisfied by her husband' will produce a 
neurotic child. Certainly the quotation is about individual cases, but the 
argument within which it is embedded is about 'civilised' sexual morality 
in Freud's time; it is an argument about an organisation of social relations 
in which the child's sexual curiosity is unappeased, in which there is 
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sexual abstinence followed by late monogamous marriage, and in which 
the suppression of the unmarried woman's sexuality 'often goes too far' so 
that 'the preparation for marriage frustrates the aims of marriage itself. 

This organisation of social relations can encourage neurosis. For 
though Freud endows instincts with a capacity for transformations, rep
ressions and sublimations, this !ability of the instincts, the toleration of 
instinctual renunciations, varies with the individual's 'constitution'. 
Hence some are normal while others succumb to neurosis. But even 
'normality' has its limits- the instinct is never infinitely malleable. Freud 
writes of the demands of the cultural super-ego that it 

does not trouble itself enough about the facts of the mental consti
tution of human beings. It issues a command and does not ask 
whether it is possible for people to obey it. On the contrary, it 
assumes that a man's ego is psychologically capable of anything 
that is required of it, that his ego has unlimited mastery over his 
id. This is a mistake; and even in what are known as normal 
people the id cannot be controlled beyond certain limits. If more 
is demanded of a man, a revolt will be produced in him or a 
neurosis, or he will be made unhappy. (Civilisation and its Dis
contents) 

This suggests that social demands should take some account of what psy
choanalysis has discovered about psychical life. Freud's argument is 
partly based on his clinical work where he found himself often obliged to 
oppose and reduce the claims of the individual super-ego for thera;peutic 
purposes. It is clear here that Freud is not fitting his patient to social 
norms. Nor, in treating the individual case which is presumed to contrast 
with the 'normal', is he unaware of the possibility of 'social neuroses' and 
he expects that 'one day someone will venture to embark upon a patho
logy of cultural communities'. 

It must be borne in mind that Freud's own arguments on the rela
tion between mental constitution and cultural demands follow the path 
set by his conception of 'Civilisation'. But by that very token, cultural 
orderings will never satisfy psychical demands and psychical life will 
never fit neatly into cultural demands. For Civilisation means that any set 
of social orderings requires primary repression, desire and the uncon
scious. It is a further consideration that some social orderings may pro
duce a more neurotic society than others; the basic conditions for indi
vidual neurosis are already given. 

It should be clear that Freud could not and did not hold the real 
mother responsible for the health of her child's psychic life. Two things 
are fundamental here: the concept of psychical reality and the nature of 
the relation between the psychic and the social. 

When psychical reality and social reality are left out of account an 
altogether different figure of the mother is produced- the mother whose 
biology fits her for her task; who will initially be in a state of 'primary 
maternal preoccupation', a state amounting to an illness; who will have 
such a sensitivity to her child that she exists only as part of a mother-child 
dyad; who will have a husband who relieves her of all extraneous pressures, 
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allowing her to devote herself to her child. The mother who accepts this 
picture will certainly feel responsible. 

This is one example of the 'good' mother as universal figure. No 
unconscious desire of her own insists to disturb her good management of 
her child. No shadow of the social dims her natural ability to have a good 
relation to her child. This characterisation is not a travesty of the 'good
enough' mother constructed by the British paediatrician and psycho
analyst D W Winnicott. He is infinitely sensitive, insightful and modest in 
his writings; but all the care and all the clinical skill and all the modera
tion can only serve to define, albeit in general terms, the path the good 
mother takes. 

I am not attempting a general evaluation of Winnicott's thought 
or of his clinical practice. I have chosen to comment on an aspect of his 
theories in order to highlight the fact that there is more than one 'psycho
analysis' and the implications of this. I would add that if we conceive of 
his account as part and parcel of contemporary practices of mothering, 
we have thereby to recognise that it is part of our social reality. And if that 
reality and its normative criteria are set up successfully through a variety 
of practices of intervention in family life, so are its failures. Hence the 
particular form of problems for mothers. So the organisation of social 
relations necessitates further interventions that alleviate particular prob
lems and forms of suffering- that these interventions are in the service of 
social norms is a tautology. The transformation of this intricate network 
of relations is a massively complex task and it would be unwise to just dis
pose of Winnicott's insights and the therapeutic practices elaborated 
from them. 

Despite these remarks, it must be insisted that the child's psychic 
health is not in the gift of the mother. The desire of the mother will ensure 
a perturbation that makes the 'good-enough' mother into a figure which 
beckons merely to ensnare the real mother. Winnicott does not see this 
because he leaves out any consideration of the unconscious and any con
sideration of the social. He believes that the mother has a 'natural', if not 
a conscious, intellectual knowledge of what she is required to do. Presum
ably he thinks that she acts on this knowledge subject only to external 
accidents. It hardly seems as though the vast array of different child
rearing practices historically and cross-culturally, could all conform to a 
'natural' knowledge. While psychic health and ill-health are 
distinguished in all cultures, what counts as the one or the other is by no 
means universal. That is to say that no child-rearing practice can 
guarantee normality. Indeed, that would be to abolish the unconscious. 

I want to clarify the Freudian concept of psychical reality by contrasting 
the theories of Winnicott and Freud insofar as they are concerned with 
the relation between mother and child. I will start with Winnicott, one of 
whose major concerns is the initial period in the· child's life which he calls 
the period of absolute dependency. During this period the mother has a 
number of tasks in relation to the mental growth of her child and what is 
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essential to performing these tasks successfully is the capacity for a deep 
identification with the infant. Winnicott is in no doubt that the biological 
mother is the best person for the job. He believes that the maternal 
function is natural in the natural mother. The special ability to identify 
closely with her particular infant comes from the special way in which her 
body and her self have been and are involved with the infant. So, for 
example, during pregnancy, her bodily involvement with its accompany
ing fantasies links up with her own early infantile experiences, and :the 
baby in the womb is linked with the 'good internal object', the expectant 
mother's own good-enough mother in early infancy. There are also early 
shared experiences: the birth itself, breathing movements, heart-beats, 
all of which contribute to close identification. This links with Winnicott's 
conception of the 'ordinary devoted mother' who has no need for intel
lectual comprehension of her work- her biological orientation has 
already prepared her for her baby. This appeal to biology is complicit 
with the normative thrust of Winnicott's work. For the mental health of 
the human being is said to be laid down in infancy by the mother who 
Winnicott holds to be theoretically responsible for certain conditions of 
both normality and pathology. That he adds 'though of course are not to 
blame' is hardly convincing. 

What precisely, must the mother be like who identifies closely 
with the infant and what are the tasks for which that is a pre-condition? 
Winnicott has a very definite answer to the first question. The mother 
must be in a state of Primary Maternal Preoccupation, which is a particu
lar state of heightened sensitivity toward the end of her pregnancy and 
during the first few week's of the infant's life. A state, Winnicott says, 
which is 'almost an illness'. It is necessary that the mother be in this state 
to meet the infant's needs which are body needs. But by this, Winnicott is 
not refering to the functions of feeding, cleaning, etc as such. Rather, the 
infant's needs are in relation to the building of an ego, of becoming an 
experiencing person with 'a live relationship between inner reality and 
external reality, between innate primary creativity and the world at large 
which is shared by all'. It is important to note here that this notion of need 
is neatly and deliberately separated off from any notion of desire, Winni
cott going out of his way to give thanks that child therapists increasingly 
substitute the term 'need' for 'desire'. 

The mother then, has the task of meeting the child's needs, build
ing its ego on the basis of the infant's experiencing a 'continuity of being'. 
It is the mother's task to guarantee this personal continuity of the child. 
Since the building up of the infant's ego involves its coming to accept the 
body as part of the self, the mother has to make whole the infant's uninte
grated body. She does this both by having 'the child in her mind as a 
whole person' and by holding the baby in a natural way so that the baby 
does 'not have to know about being made up of a collection of parts ... all 
these parts are gathered together by the mother who is holding the child 
and in her hands they add up to one'. Perhaps it is now somewhat clearer 
how the mother provides for the infant's body needs, a provision des
cribed by Winnico~t as ego-support. 
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Another aspect of ego-support through which the baby can 'go
on-being' is the manipulation of objects so that the baby is not threatened 
by them but feels it has created them. This implies the existence in the 
baby of a simple, unmediated, conscious perception of external objects, 
the possibility of what Winnicott calls 'objective objects'. Nonetheless, 
Winnicott holds that such objects exist only as threat of annihilation, and 
lack of predictability. As such, 'objective objects' fail to provide the 
grounding of self, introducing instead a false self, a compliant child, a 
sense of unreality. In other words, such objects hinder the growth of the 
ego. The mother's management of the child includes then, her manage
ment of objects. To her is assigned the task of introducing the world in 
small doses to the child, of establishing predictabilities, of creating a 
world of 'subjective objects'. Thus the mother has to provide security and 
illusion at the same time, the illusion of security, by allowing the infant to 
experience the world as its creation and under its control. The baby's 
ability to create the milk, the breast or whatever almost becomes a matter 
of timing, the arrival of the milk and the breast when the baby is hungry 
and expecting it. · 

Winnicott's account of the early mother-infant relation makes the 
mother responsible for the growth of the infant into a coherent and confi
dent individual, one who is certain of itself and can thus take its place in 
the world of shared reality. In sharp contrast, Freud has a view of the 
individual subject as essentially divided and split, in a world where 
objects and reality are not unproblematically given, where unconscious 
wishes are always bound to signs and where the notion of satisfaction is 
itself problematic. For Freud, these three elements are crucially con
nected with eath other through the concept of 'drive'. Winnicott claims 
that he is interested in what comes before this, that is, an experiencing 
person, an ego. But the primacy accorded to the coherent, certain ego is 
precisely what Freud subverted as long ago as 1905 in his theory of the 
drive (crucial developments are to be found in his 1915 paper, Instincts 
and their Vicissitudes). This is a difference which means that Winnicott 
can produce a theory of what mothers should and shouldn't do in the 
name of adaptation and mental health, where Freud's theory marks the 
importance of desire, desire being that which can't be managed. It is not 
an accident that it is the term desire that Winnicott so happily displaces 
in favour· of need. 

I will try and explain exactly what the crucial difference in the two 
positions is by starting with the different views of the function of the 
object. I have already said something about Winnicott's view. For Freud, 
the finding of an object is always the refinding of it. What this means is 
that the drive, and we will consider the oral drive here (which many theo
rists mistake for an oral instinct), does not bear the same simple relation 
to the object as the instinct does. Instincts operate on needs and needs can 
be satisfied. So, for example, the instinct of hunger can be satisfied with 
nutritional objects. And indeed this instinct is important in Freud insofar 
as it sets up an experience of satisfaction which the child wishes to repeat. 
But we cannot say when the child hallucinates milk or the breast or when 
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he sucks his thumb, that he is satisfied. Furthermore, the reason for this is 
not merely that in fact the real object is missing. For the real object is the 
object of the instinct and here Freud is talking about the object of the 
drive. Having once experienced satisfaction, the hungry child will evoke 
particular memory traces and will re·evoke the original perception. A 
psychical impulse of this kind Freud calls a wish. Wishes then, are ful· 
filled by signs of satisfaction. The drive is not the instinct precisely 
because it exists at the level of representation. The drive, Freud wrote, 
can only be known through its mental representations. 

What are the consequences of this view for the maternal object 
and for the fate of Winnicott's list of maternal tasks? Insofar as the 
mother introduces the infant to a fundamental division between the 
object looked for and the object found, the maternal object is itself a re
found object. As such, what can it mean to demand that she prove herself 
to be a predictable object? For Winnicott, the mother's predictability is 
an essential part of that ego-support without which the child is doomed to 
mental ill·health. One could almost say that for Freud unpredictability, 
which he would call loss, is a constitutive feature of psychical reality, an 
irreparable phenomenon, a phenomenon which makes us human. 

We can also see the difference between Freud and Winnicott in 
relation to the mechanism of hallucination. For Winnicott, it is a sustain
ing illusion of omnipotence, of continuity of being, a grounding for the 
ego and certainty; at least, it is a phenomenon that can be used by the 
mother, to these ends. For Freud, hallucination is a mechanism by which 
the oral drive operates at the level of wish-fulfilment. It thus marks the 
subject's relation to the lost object. What is at stake is the constitution of a 
split subject through the play of presence and absence. The split subject is 
precisely that which does not have that continuity of being that Winnicott 
deems so essential for the ego. 

To mark the notion of a split subject more precisely, I will briefly 
refer to Jacques Lacan who displaces the common-sense meaning of 
'object' altogether. Where Freud refered to a refound object which never
theless remained as the object which satisfied desire; Lacan's use of the 
term no longer refers at all to that which satisfies desire. Rather, the 
object, the lost object, is the cause of desire. Lacan calls it petit objet a, 
cause of desire. To try and show what this means I will summarise Lacan's 
account of the Jort-da game. This game is described by Freud himself 
who observed his grandson playing with a cotton-reel attached to a 
thread. The child's game consisted in throwing the reel over the edge of 
its cot and saying o-o-o for the german 'fort' which means 'gone' and then 
drawing up the thread and greeting the reappearance of the reel with' da' 
which means 'here'. This game has often been interpreted as instituting a 
function of mastery or control. Lac an rejects this as of secondary import
ance although Freud does point out that the child is making himself the 
agent of the mother's disappearance. Instead, Lacan stresses what he 
calls the ever-open gap which results from the mother's absence. The 
game with the cotton-reel linked to itself by the thread that it holds, 
expresses a self-mutilation. For the reel is not the mother, but a small part 
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of the subject that detaches itself while still being retained by it. Thus the 
reel is the lost object, Lacan's petit objet a. And the repetition of the end
less game marks the mother's disappearance, her absence, as the cause of 
the splitting of the subject. Lacan says: 'the game of the cotton-reel is the 
subject's answer to what the mother's absence has created on the frontier 
of his domain- the edge of the cradle- namely, a ditch, around which 
one can only play at jumping'. The game is essentially about something 
that is not there and will never be there. The child can jump across the 
ditch, that is, it can begin to speak but the loss itself is constantly replayed 
in language and remains the cause of desire. Desire, then, being essenti
ally unfulfillable. 

If desire is the radical oscillation of the subject in the fort-da 
game, an oscillation set up and replayed around the lost object, then 
what is at stake is the lack-in-being of the subject. It should be redundant 
by now to point out that is diametrically opposed to Winnicott's notion of 
the infant's continuity of being. And certainly the play of desire can allow 
no certainty of or about the subject. The mother can hardly manage 
desire. And once desire is admitted, you have to allow not only the child's 
desire but also the mother's unconscious desire. Which the mother can't 
manage either. 

Freud's concept of psychical reali~y establishes a psychical domain that 
makes no claim to determining the social domain. Social norms remain 
open to dispute and feminism must concern itself with the question of the 
establishment of different norms, less disadvantageous to women. But 
some feminists have made large claims for the psychical effects of such 
social changes. They have done so only at the cost of disregarding Freud's 
concept of psychical reality and of making the social determining of the 
psychical. Such a simplification of the problem of the relation of the 
social to the psychical is well-exemplified by Nancy Chodorow's The 
Reproduction of Mothering which privileges the social by avoiding the 
concepts of desire and the unconscious in relation to sexual difference. At 
the same time, on the question of what constitutes good mothering for the 
infant, Chodorow's picture is curiously close to Winnicott's. It will be 
argued that in the final analysis both the psychical and the social get short 
shrift in Chodorow's account. Her book is very well known, has been 
much discussed and has exercised a wide influence. I will assume a famili
arity with it and will confine myself to a few pertinent points. 

It is of particular interest in that Nancy Chodorow is well aware of 
the dangers in considerations of the relation between the social and the 
psychical. She argues that while psychical reality does not determine 
social relations, neither do social relations determine the psyche. There is 
to be no isomorphism between social reality and psychical reality. How
ever, this is not to say that ultimately she herself avoids the dangers. 

Chodorow's basic contention is that the fact that women mother is 
the single most important factor in their subordination. This connection, 
of course, is not conceived.as direct and unmediated. It is conceived in 
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psychoanalytic terms, that is to say, in this case, in the terminology of 
object-relations theory. Again, the crucial concept of desire is displaced. 
For it is argued that there is a primary and fundamental sociality in the 
infant, a need for human contact which is fundamental to development. 
All development, from the start, is affected by 'social relational experi
ences'; she is saying that experience is social by virtue of its being of the 
relations between persons. 

The argument being that persons are informed by their own child
hood history, past and present relations inside the family and outside it. 
As Talcott Parsons would have it, persons have places within higher
order social systems. Thus through the relation with persons, the child 
comes to be integrated into larger social units. It is the woman who first 
mediates her social because of the social fact that women mother. 

What are the consequences of the fact that women mother? No 
less than the differences between masculinity and femininity. We see here 
that the social fact that women mother is said to produce a psychical sub
ordination in the girl, in the form of femininity. 

Chodorow argues that while good mother-child experiences lead 
to the development of parenting activities in children of both sexes in 
early life, the pre-Oedipal and Oedipal periods ensure that parenting 
capacities persist in women alone. It should be noted that for Chodorow 
the Oedipus complex is not the constituting moment of sexual difference 
through the intervention of the third term (symbolic father), but the 
effects of a psychical problem of dependence/independence, effects con
tingent on family organisation in the sense of who is there to turn to, etc. 
What is primarily at stake here are social factors affecting the separation 
from the mother and hence the different 'relational potential' of the 
genders. 

Chodorow claims that the importance of the girl's pre-Oedipal 
attachment to the mother is generally recognised but not explained. It is 
to be explained by the fact that women mother. According to Chodorow, 
mothers of daughters, because they are of the same gender and have been 
girls, tend not to experience them as separate in the same way as do 
mothers of infant sons_ The daughter is experienced as an extension or 
double of the mother herself and the daughter as a sexual other remains a 
weaker theme_ Sons, however, are experienced as male opposites. Sons 
are experienced as differentiated and this differentiation is encouraged. 
What this means is that girls are caught up in early mother-infant rela
tional issues, while maternal behaviour propels boys into sexualised 
genitally-toned relationships. In some sense, the girl is trapped within the 
relation to the mother; whereas the boy is drawn into a triangular situ
ation, with the mother as sexual opposite and the father as rival. 

It is in the Oedipal period proper that the girl assumes her femi
ninity and the boy his masculinity. For Chodorow, the differences arise 
because the girl's situation in the family is different from the boy's. The 
boy's developmental task of separation from the mother is simpler both 
because of the way his mother responds to him and because that separ
ation carries with it the advantage of an identification with masculine 
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power: 'the carrot of the masculine Oedipus complex is identification 
with the father and the superiority of masculine identification and pre
rogatives over feminine'. Thus the boy has a power to pit against the 
threat of the omnipotent mother of early childhood. His separation is 
secured. 

The question of the feminine Oedipus complex is the question of 
why the girl turns to the father. Chodorow's answer is that the girl turns to 
the father as symbol of freedom from dependence on and merging with 
the mother. Whatever its sexual meaning, this turn to the father concerns 
emotional issues of self and other. But Chodorow insists that these issues 
are resolved by persons in roles that are systematically gender-linked 
because of family organisation (women's mothering). Hence the charac
teristics and complications of the pre-Oedipal and Oedipal periods. The 
girl, in the Oedipal period, maintains both her parents as love-objects 
and as rivals. The girl, in fact, never gives up her mother and she oscil
lates between mother and father. And the reasons that the father does not 
activate exclusive heterosexual love are the fact that he is not the girl's 
primary caretaker and the short-comings of his own emotional qualities. 
As Chodorow puts it, he is a different and less available Oedipal object 
than the mother. 

Parenting capacities, then, are different in children of different 
sexes because given the nature of the masculinity of fathers and the 
femininity of mothers, identification processes are different for the two 
sexes. The girl's identification is predominantly parental, based on a 'real 
relationship' with the mother. This determines what it is like to be 
womanlike. The boy's identification is predominantly a gender-role 
identification. But since the boy has no real affective tie with the father, 
there is an element of masculinity that is defined negatively- a differenti
ation from others, a denial of relationship. The girl, then, retains the 
parenting capacities set up in the early mother-child relation; the boy 
does not. 

Given this analysis, it is not surprising that Chodorow proceeds 
with the specific suggestion of shared parenting. Shared parenting will 
allow the male to develop parenting capacities, identify with the father 
on. the basis of a real tie and activate exclusive heterosexual love in the 
girl. The female will not be trapped in issues of separation and primary 
identification and will relinquish her daughter more easily. Issues of dif
ferentiation will no longer be intertwined with sexual issues. Gender 
identity will be more stable while both sexes will be free to choose what 
they want to do. Thus it is social conditions which will allow the charac
teristics of the [>re-Oedipal and Oedipal periods to change. It should be 
noted that this is the abolition of masculinity and femininity as tradition
ally understood. The psychoanalytic explanation of sexual difference has 
completely collapsed. It would be difficult to hold that the psychical has 
maintained its autonomy from the social in Chodorow's account. 

What is left is an androgyny of the emotions, an equalisation of 
'relational potential', organised around a biological sex difference 
(Chodorow's object relations account also heavily relies on sex differences 
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though I have not elaborated on this). The social fact of shared parenting 
reduces sexual difference to sex differences. The move away from psycho
analysis and back to sociology is complete. 

Yet, paradoxically, it is what Chodorow retains of the psychical 
that makes it impossible for her to consider social relations in any but the 
most simplistic way. By confering the status of unquestionable truth on 
some aspects of the parent's relation to the infant, she narrows the 
domain within which the social can have effe'cts. Let man and women 
both be parents! She misses the point that the role of the parent is itself a 
construction which needs to be understood in historical terms. Her rough 
and ready justice rules that the man should also do what the woman has 
done hitherto and she appears to think that this principle of equality is in 
itself a critical alteration of social relations. It would seem at least as 
important to recognise that the characteristics of present-day 'mothering' 
are not universals, that 'mothering' is constituted through a diverse set of 
practices, not unified in its origins or in its effects. 

We cannot have shared parenting by decree. Perhaps we cannot 
have shared parenting at all, where shared parenting is an equalisation of 
'relational potential'. Chodorow might well be absolutely right in think
ing that relational potential plays a major part in the lives of women 
(hence women as mothers). But is it not possible that 'relational poten
tial', far from being a natural outcome of a naturally organised parent
child relation in early life, might itself be the effect of the practices that 
have constructed the modern mother and bound her to a set of tasks? 
That the father is not in this position is more than a matter of the manner 
of the boy's separation from the mother. Do we want to intervene in social 
practices so as to ensure that ;:he man is also bound to the same set of tasks 
(even if it were possible that both the mother and father could be so 
bound), or might we wish to relinquish the notion of relational potential 
in its present form? This is not to deny the principle of sharing; it is to say 
that the possible forms of the relation between parent and child and 
indeed between mother and father should not be pre-judged. 

It is not being claimed that such an analysis leads directly to the 
means of transformation; indeed it is unclear what purchase political 
action would have here. But when the model of 'mothering' itself escapes 
questioning we, as feminists have abdicated the infinitely complicated 
task of seeking the means towards the institution of new norms. This 
would be a pity as would the premature rejection of the psychoanalytic con
ception of sexual difference which has done so much to undermine tradi
tional notions of what women and men are and which has been used to 
develop feminist argument beyond the questioning of social roles alone. 

Notes 

This article is an expanded version of a paper first presented in July 1982 in 
London as one of a series of workshops Re-opening the Case: Feminism and 
Psychoanalysis. 
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Freud and H.D.- bisexuality and a 
feminine discourse 

Claire Buck 

In the following article 1 I have chosen to discuss the work of just one 
writer, H. D. because of the particularly useful way she brings together a 
number of issues concerning the way psychoanalysis is used in relation to 
a feminine discourse. Her position as a female writer who also underwent 
analysis with Freud, apparently because of problems concerning her bi· 
sexuality and because of a writer's block, makes H.D. an obvious site for 
feminist discussion of writing and psychoanalysis. What I intend to dis
cuss in this article is the way her work has, in fact, been taken up by one 
line of American feminist critics as a way of both attacking Freudian 
psychoanalysis and. posing a feminine poetic mode. However, the choice 
of a single writer, particularly one who is relatively little known, creates 
the problem of how to offer sufficient information and detail about her 
writing in a limited space, and at the same time to indicate those aspects 
which raise the general points I want to make concerning the usefulness of 
psychoanalysis to work by and on women writers. As a result I have tried 
to make these points through a discussion of one poem2 by H. D., and 
through some problems which were focussed for me in a recent article by 
two American feminist critics, Susan Stanford Friedman and Rachel 
Blau DuPlessis 'Woman is Perfect: H.D.'s Debate with Freud'. 3 First how
ever, I want to give a brief outline of H.D. 's writing life in order to situate 
her for those who may be unfamiliar with her work, and also to establish 
why she seemed a particularly appropriate writer to consider in relation 
to the issue 'Women/Writing/Psychoanalysis'. 

H.D. was an American writer, born 1886 in Pennsylvania, as 
Hilda Doolittle; she lived there until1911, when she came to Europe and 
where she remained up to her death in 1961. In a sense, though, there are 
at least two distinct versions of H. D. as a writer which situate her in rather 
different ways. This has had a quite definite significance in determining 
what should be published. The better known and established line places 
her within a traditional canon of Anglo-American poetry, alongside such 
writers as Pound and Eliot, whose work defines that canon. 4 H.D.'s 
poetry was first launched with Ezra Pound's assistance, as representative 
of the "lmagists- a movement described by Eliot as the 'point de repere' 
:for·modern Anglo-American poetry. As a consequence that aesthetic has 
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tended to operate as a measure for all her writing. Insofar as it involves a 
notion of language as presenting objective truth about reality in a form 
which valorises concision and impersonality, the use oflmagism to define 
the nature and value of her work has acted as a straitjacket. This can be 
seen to stem particularly from the stress on objective impersonality, 
which places the T of the poem as neutral and unproblematic. Clearly 
one effect of this is to efface the issue of sexual difference and refuse atten
tion to the kind of problems characterising much women's poetry around 
their position in language. The potentially problematic function of the 
pronoun 'I' is indicated elsewhere by Monique Wittig, in describing how 
it 'conceals the sexual difference of the verbal persons while specifying 
them in verbal interchange'. 6 The use of an lmagist aesthetic to place 
H.D. has lead to the dismissal of much of her later poetry which takes the 
form of very long associative and meditative poems with a female subject 
at the centre. Not surprisingly the considerable amount of autobio
graphical, stream-of-consciousness prose, in the form of diaries and fic
tional narratives, has been condemned even more strongly or simply 
ignored, except when it can be read with reference to the 'important' 
male figures with whom H.D. was at various points associated, such as 
Pound, Lawrence and Freud. 

Recently, however, this account of H.D. has been rewritten, an 
alternative version emerging from the work of feminist and lesbian critics. 
In addressing themselves to the difficulties experienced by the female 
writer in a male-defined culture, these critics have created a context in 
which H.D.'s prose can be read and therefore published. In consequence 
a new 'biography' has been constructed establishing both H. D.'s associa
tions with homosexual and lesbian circles in Europe through her com
panion Bryher (Winifred Ellerman) and the continuing significance of 
relationships with women throughout her life. For example, the novel 
Her, 7 only published for the first time this year, and much of the unpub
lished prose, 8 contain explicit rather than coded treatment of lesbian 
relationships. Partly as a result of interest in this side of H.D.'s life and 
writing, such critics have also explored more fully the extent of H. D.'s 
interest and involvement in psychoanalysis, highlighting her early con
tact with a series of analysts with whom she worked from the 1920s until 
her death, including Melanie Klein's son-in-law, Waiter Schmideberg as 
well as with Havelock Ellis. The central focus of this concern with psycho
analysis remains however the two periods H.D. spent in Vienna (in 1933 
and 1934) in analysis with Freud. Throughout the rest of her life she 
refers constantly to the crucial status of this analysis for her writing. In 
London in 1944, during the Second World War, she wrote an account of 
the analysis called 'Writing on the Wall' but published as Tribute to 
Freud. Later, in 1948, on her return to Switzerland, she assembled (to use 
her word) the notes made at the time of the analysis and unavailable to 
her in 1944, under the title 'Advent'. 9 In their discussion of these works 
and of the association with Freud and Have lock Ellis, feminist critics have 
been concerned to establish the way in which the issue of sexual identity is 
central to H.D.'s involvement with psychoanalysis. They then demand 
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that H.D. 's work should be read with reference not simply to prescriptive 
and restrictive heterosexuality but rather to a fundamental bisexuality in 
which relationships with women coexist and alternate with those with 
men. 

This rewriting ofH.D.'s life and rereading of her work is an essen
tial and welcome explosion of the earlier version in which 'woman-identi
fied'10 sexuality was entirely suppressed and the way the writing addresses 
itself to the specific problems of the female writer ignored. At the same 
time however the approach taken by these critics raises problems at a 
number of levels. For instance, how a reading is to proceed which takes as 
central the place of lesbian relationships and bisexuality is an issue which 
continually re-emerges throughout and on which psychoanalysis might 
be seen to make a contribution. Feminist critics have recognised this, 
acknowledging the positive importance of Freud's theories of the bisexu
ality of the libido and of repression; and clearly the reason for this grow
ing interest in H.D.'s work is precisely because she represents a focus for 
the debate around Freud's description of female development and its 
implications for women's participation in culture, as writers and readers. 
For example, the title of the article I will be discussing is 'Woman is Per
fect: H.D.'s Debate with Freud'. However, I want to argue that the way in 
which H.D. 's work is taken up there in fact places her as the site of a resist
ance to Freudian psychoanalysis. 

To make clear what it is that is being fought out across the terrain 
of H.D. 's work I want now to take up this article by DuPlessis and Fried
man which appeared together with the publication for the first time of a 
poem by H.D., written in 1933, and called 'The Master'. This they des
cribe as a direct and uncoded address to the 

compelling question of identity that H.D. brought to Freud ... 
her anger with Freud, her rejection of the prescriptive bias in his 
theories of female sexuality, her love for women, her bisexuality, 
and the relationship of her womanhood to her destiny as poet-pro
phet. (p 419) 

After having discussed some points arising from the article I will return to 
this poem to look at some of the ways it raises the issue of female sexuality 
and bisexuality. 

In their article DuPlessis and Friedman stage H.D.'s analysis with 
Freud as a creative confrontation over sexuality and gender. From this 
confrontation and conflict H.D. is seen to emerge able to reject the nor
mative and prescriptive theory of female sexuality, which the writers 
attribute to Freud, but having as they put it 'regained the creative drive 
which was her identity' by means of a 'self-acceptance', a 'reconciliation 
with bisexuality'. (p 424) In their account Freud helps her to acquire this 
powerful writing identity, based on a completeness of the female body and 
the force of her sexuality, enabling H.D. to confront what they call 'the 
misogyny of Freud's theory.' (p 422) They bind this writing identity to the 
creation of a new feminine language, arguing that 'Her project is to "trans
late" his words and gestures into her own language, one that is not based on 
the premise of female inferiority.' (p 421) DuPlessis and Friedman appear 
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to regard H .D.'s poetry as the manifestation of that language, allowing as 
they put it, 'crystal-dear affirmation', (p 423) a fusion of'the roles of poet 
and priestess in a vision of specifically female erotic mysticism'. (p 426) 
The article attempts therefore to use the idea of a 'feminine language' 
founded on the body and associated with the poetic and intuitive, to 
counter 'patriarchy', incarnated by Freud as the 'theoretician of penis 
envy', the wielder of 'the "Logos" of Science (p 426) which he used to 
impose a concept of female inferiority and imperfection. This is in spite 
of their acknowledgement, in a previous article, of the importance of 
Freud's concept of bisexuality in underpinning the view of homosexuality 
as acquired and constructed rather than congenital. The turning around 
of Freud's concept of bisexuality however is the result of the notion of the 
subject which underlies their position. 

In the article DuPlessis and Friedman persistently refer their dis
cussion to the actual woman and author, H.D., whose identity is variously 
concealed and revealed by the writing. They therefore designated H.D. 's 
prose works 'autobiographical', romans a clef, the publication of which 
would entail 'virtually absolute self-disclosure'. They outline how 

The persona, always a mask for H.D. herself, experiences a fusion 
of erotic and spiritual passion for another woman, a bond associ
ated with H.D. 's centred identity as both woman and artist. These 
woman-identified relationships appear within the context of 
H.D.'s equally intense, but even more ambivalent emotional and 
sexual entanglements with a series of men ... 12 

At each insistence on the 'autobiographical' nature of H.D.'s work 
phrases like 'self-disclosure', 'H.D. herself and 'centred identity' signal 
the appropriation of the texts to the concept of the real author. The writ
ing is treated as basically revelatory of the writer's psyche, although social 
and cultural forces external to the writer are seen to enforce silences or 
impose codes which can be filled or deciphered with the key of H. D.'s 
sexual history. Parallel to this slide from text to author is the attempt to 
treat an actual analysis, to which Tribute to Freud, 'Advent' and 'The 
Master' give access. This slide however obscures a much more fundamen
tal problem which is of necessity posed by the explicit concern of the 
article with what the authors call 'compelling questions of identity' and 
with the relation of these to sexuality and gender- that is, the absence of 
any theorisation of the subject. Although H.D. is seen to have approached 
Freud because of problems concerning sexual and creative identity, the 
concept of identity as such is constantly assumed. Missing from DuPlessis 
and Friedman's account is any discussion of the problematic nature and 
status of the 'I' in women's writing, of what constitutes the 'I' of the texts, 
or whom this 'I' is addressing. 13 In the absence of any such discussion the 
projection of this 'I' back onto the author anterior to the text, to H.D. as 
the subject of analysis with Freud, becomes a way of evading the problem 
of how the subject uses a language which already speaks it, and which 
does so as a negative inscription of women. The problems are not 
answered by DuPlessis and Friedman's counter-privileging of a feminine 
poetic mode. 
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It is essential therefore to place H.D. 's writing within the frame
work of a theory which describes the construction of the subject and its 
sexual identifications in relation to language in order to see the problems 
contingent on the assumption of an unproblematic, self-contained and 
self-mastering identity to account for women's use of language. This 
framework, provided by Lacan's re-reading of Freud is particularly inci
sive here in so far as his work was in part an explicit attack on American 
ego psychology, the assumptions of which continue to inform Friedman 
and DuPlessis's work. I want to emphasise two points here. The first is the 
way in which La can elaborates the relationship of the subject to language 
which exists prior to it and which necessarily founds the subject as split. 
The second is the connection between the construction of that subject-as
split and the question of sexual difference. 

Central to Lacan's account of the formation of the function of the 
'I' is the 'mirror stage'. In this exemplary moment the infant takes its mir
ror image as the model of the ego function itself, that is of the function 
which enables the subject to operate as 'I'. This image presents the infant 
with an imaginary unity, which conceals its lack of motor co-ordination 
and the fragmentation of its drives, and in which it can recognise itself as 
a coherent and co-ordinated identity. The capture of the ego by this 
specular image in an identification is at one and the same moment a 
recognition of identity and a misrecognition. This is because the image in 
which the infant recognises itself as whole also constitutes a division of 
that identity since it is necessarily situated by the infant as separate, as 
other. Not only does the image represent a phantasy of wholeness but also 
in order for the child to recognise its being in the place of the image it 
must see its image in relation to otherness. Hence the mother holding the 
child operates both as that which contains the image and that which frac
tures it. This stage functions as a preliminary to the construction of the 
subject in language, insofar as it locates the infant in an order outside 
itself to which it must refer. This division is repeated in the establishment 
of the speaking subject; since in order to speak the subject has to represent 
itself, and in order to represent itself the subject has to be replaced by a 
signifier. The subject is constituted in the signifier as an imaginary 
identity or unity, but this in fact marks its absence as being, since the 
designation of an object necessitates its absence. The acquisition of lan
guage then is marked by a primary repression in which the unconscious is 
founded. But, in order to move to the establishment of this positionality 
which characterises language from the dyadic Imaginary relationship of 
the mirror stage, the intervention of a third term is required. This third 
term, constituted by the phallus-as-signifier, stands for the absence 
fundamental to the subject in language or the Symbolic. Because langu
age pre-exists the subject which it names, in order to take up a place in 
language, the subject also has to take up a sexual position which is organ
ised in relation to the phallus. Within this framework it is necessary there
fore to talk about the relationship of women to a language premised on 
the phallus; it is no longer possible to fall back onto a notion of identity 
exterior to language and free f~om division. 
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In DuPlessis and Friedman's article however, this notion of ident
ity existing prior to language and free from division underpins their posi
tion- that H.D. was able to 'translate' Freud's negative terms into a 
powerful feminine language of affirmation based on the female body and 
sexuality as 'complete'. This is important for the way in which they use the 
concept of the bisexual, the key term which they take from Freud. The 
connection they establish between it and homosexuality corresponds to 
Freud's early use of the term, prior to the 1920s, outlined by Juliet Mit
chell in her introduction to Feminine Sexuality 14 where she suggests that, 
as a way of accounting for the parallelism of the boy's and the girl's Oedi
pus complex and the presence of homosexuality, it holds the meaning 
that each gender carries within it a bit of the other, which is in contradis
tinction of its later radical position whereby it stands for the uncertainty 
of sexual division itself. For a shift of emphasis occurs in Freud's work 
from the early formulation of the Oedipus complex to the centring of the 
castration complex as that which is 'specific for girls and ... not in the 
same way present in boys' .15 And castration institutes sexual division in 
the movement in which the subject is constituted in language. Original 
bisexuality cannot now be a 'bit of both' since the division only arises with 
entry into the Symbolic. 

Bisexuality is used, therefore, by DuPlessis and Friedman to mask 
the difficulties of sexual identity itself, as it is produced in language, that 
is, they conflate the Symbolic register with the Imaginary. This masking 
occurs only because of their reference back to the 'real' author. That this 
is problematic is signalled by a constant shift in their discussion from 
notions of bisexuality to notions of lesbianism. This, I suggest, results 
from the literal impossibility of accommodating the concept of bisexual
ity within the article if it is used with reference to an undivided identity, 
since such an identity would remain exterior to language and culture, 
and hence to the production of sexual difference. Yet this is precisely 
what DuPlessis and Friedman attempt. They quote from a letter written 
by H.D. to her friend Bryher: 

I have gone terribly deep with Papa [Freud]. He says 'you have two 
things to hide, one that you were a girl, the other that you were a 
boy.' It appears that I am that all-but extinct phenomena, the 
perfect bi-[sexual]. Well, this is terribly exciting, but for the 
moment, PLEASE do not speak of my own MSS., for it seems the 
conflict consists partly that what I write commits me- to one sex, 
or the other, I no longer HIDE. (p 425) 16 

What DuPlessis and Friedman point to in this letter are the 'tones of plea
sure, discovery and self-acceptance', which they see as indicating that 'to 
be understood by Freud as the "perfect bisexual" offers an identity more 
powerful than the one conventionally accorded women'. (p 425) Relating 
this letter to the poem, 'The Master', they argue that H.D.'s acceptance 
of this bisexual self frees her from the writing block with which she strug
gled during the late 1920s and 1930s and which appears to have been a 
motivating force towards entering psychoanalysis. So for instance, in the 
poem, the Master's ability to explain the 'two loves separate' means that 
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it was he himself, he who set me free 
to prophesy ... 17 

The writing self or identity which is posed by both DuPlessis and Fried
man and the poem at the level of statement, is ascribed prophetic powers 
as well as poetic. It expresses a vision of specifically female erotic mysti
cism, of a woman who can counter patriarchy, described somewhat 
crudely in the poem as 'man -strength'. This vision is seen by DuPlessis 
and Friedman as dependent on the body and its sexuality. It is at some 
points defined in terms of the bisexual reference in H.D.'s letter and at 
others in terms of a celebration and affirmation of 'woman-identified 
love' and an essential female nature. The attempt here to use bisexuality 
to posit a subject free from the sexual divisions instituted by language 
entraps Friedman and DuPl~ssis in an Imaginary position, in their use of 
the 'I' of the texts as a confirmation and defense of an essential feminine 
subject. The subject is then outside the historical or symbolic dimension 
in which sexuality can be analysed as constructed. The identification is 
made clear by their adoption of a mystical vocabulary, as in their use of 
the terms 'priestess', 'prophet', and 'vision', or in their description of the 
figure of a female dancer in 'The Master' as 'full of the mysterious power 
emanating from her orgasmic presence'. (p 423) A vocabulary which is 
derived from the writing they are analysing. The status of the terms is not 
and cannot be explained, the nature of the 'vision' and the 'mysterious 
power' remaining undefined, masking the issue of how a language pre
mised on female inferiority can be simply countered by the erection 
within it of an image of woman's perfection based on the real body. In an 
attempt to take up Freud's encounter with H.D. around the female body 
and sexuality, DuPiessis and Friedman assume a direct relationship of the 
subject to her body, a relationship which the existence of the unconscious 
precludes. 

Let me return to H. D.'s poem 'The Master' to focus these issues. 
V 
She is a woman, 
yet beyond woman, 
yet in woman, 
her feet are the delicate pulse of the narcissus bud, 
pushing from the earth 
(ah, where is your man-strength?) 
her arms are the waving of the young 
male, 
tentative, 
reaching out 
that first evening 
alone in a forest; 

she is woman, 
her thighs are frail yet strong, 
she leaps from rock to rock 
(it was only a small circle for her dance) 
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and the hills dance, 
she conjures the hills; 
'rhododendrons 
awake,' 
her feet 
pulse, 
the rhododendrons 
wake 
there is purple flower 
between her marble, her birch-tree white 
thighs 
or is there a red flower, 

there is a rose flower 
parted wide, 
as her limbs fling wide in dance 
ecstatic 
Aphrodite, 
there is a frail lavender flower 
hidden in grass; 

0 God, what is it, 
this flower 
that in itself had power over the whole earth? 
for she needs no man, 
herself 
is that dart and pulse of the male, 
hands, feet, thighs, 
herself perfect. 

This section is read as 
a lyrical and erotic celebration of woman's physical being, where 
the woman's ecstatic dance fuses the human form to earth, tree, 
and flower; where the woman's erotic mysteries connect sexuality, 
fertility and spiritual renewal. As in much lesbian literature, 
flowers serve as vulval metaphors, to emphasise the connection 
between female eroticism and the defiance of male misogyny ... 
H .D.'s woman is complete in herself: 'for she needs no man I her
self I is that dart and pulse of the male I hands, feet, thighs I 
herself perfect'. (p 422) 

In a general way one would want to point out that lesbian poetry is not 
alone in its association of female sexual organs with flowers and that the 
woman in the poem is presented in images common to a poetry which 
assigns her to a position of passivity and silence. More fundamentally, 
however, the presentation of woman as dancer in the poem is part of a 
series of identifications of woman and writing in which woman is pre
sented as something to be read, an enigma or symbol to be interpreted. In 
the opening section, for instance, the Master's discovery is set up as the 
ability to elicit meaning from everything, including gestures and dreams. 
This leads into the lines: 
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And we wrought philosophy on the dream content 
I was content: 18 

in which the pleasure of the 'I' is inseparable from the position of being 
the 'content' to be analysed and interpreted. Again in Section Ill the 'I' 
asks 

how could he have known 
how each gesture of this dancer 
would be hieratic? 
words were scrawled on papyrus, 
words were written most carefully, 
each word was separate 
yet each word led to another word, 
and the whole made a rhythm 
in the air, 
till now unguessed at, 
unknown. 19 

The dancer and woman is presented in the poem as a series of sacred, 
enigmatic 'hieroglyphs', in terms of her body. These two elements occur 
throughout H.D.'s poetry, which c--onstantly figures the female body as a 
form of signification, and 'hieroglyphs' as an ideal language, usually 
associated with the mother and the mother tongue. Nevertheless this lan
guage of 'hieroglyphs' remains only an ideal; actualised, realised, it 
would constitute precisely an occlusion of the gap separating the signifier 
and the signified by establishing an essential rather than a conventional 
relationship between the two. A useful example of this idealisation occurs 
in the late poem, Helen in Egypt, 20 where the prose commentator 
declares that 'the secret of the stone-writing is repeated in natural or 
human symbols', 

As if God made the picture 
and matched it 
with a living hieroglyph 
(Pallinode Bk 2:3) 

so that the physical world itself is offered to be read. Along with this there 
is an identification of the female body and signification, where Helen, the 
central female subject, is identified with the 'hieroglyphs' in the phrase, 
reiterated throughout the poem, 'She herself is the writing'. The fact that 
this language of 'hieroglyphs' always remains a foreign script to be trans
lated or interpreted, or else is given a conditional status as in the above 
quotation, precludes any claim by DuPlessis and Friedman for a simple 
unmediated relation to the body outside the Symbolic. From Lacan we 
can understand that the female figure, in both Helen in Egypt and 'The 
Master', is inscribed in a language that cannot simply represent feminine 
sexuality as against the phallus but is actually founded on 'the feminine as 
its negative term', as Jacqueline Rose put it in a recent article. 21 This 
undercuts any attempt to mobilise that figure in the poems as an unprob
lematic affirmation of female sexual potency or power, capable of sus
taining an essential feminine language, such as DuPlessis and Friedman 
posit. This figure in 'The Master' occurs moreover, in a context which 
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invokes the centrality of 'reading' or 'interpretation' to psychoanalysis 
with the female body as its central text. 

This tension between an Imaginary and a Symbolic language can 
be located in the language of the poem at the very moment which DuPles
sis and Friedman identify as an impulse towards celebration and affirm a
tion. Not only does the use of images of nature, the earth and flowers 
invoke an order in which the female is already represented in a particular 
way, but the centrality of psychoanalysis to the poem fixes the vocabulary 
to a particular set of associations. For example, the metaphor of the 
woman's feet as 'the delicate pulse of the narcissus bud' enforces the self· 
reflexive or mirroring nature of the identity posed, as an imaginary posi· 
tion. Likewise the naming of the dancer as Aphrodite places it within a 
particular set of mythical references. She is goddess of desire, sprung 
from the foam which gathered about the genitals ofUranus when Cronus 
castrated his father and threw them into the sea. The birth of desire is 
fixed therefore to the moment of castration and the death of the father, in 
the very lines which are supposed to institute female sexuality as com
plete. Similarly the opening lines: 

She is a woman, 
yet beyond woman, 
yet in woman, 

following on from the closing statement of the previous section, 'woman is 
perfect', 22 contrive not to establish a more powerful femininity but rather 
to problematise that concept. The lines effect a separation of the pro
noun 'she' from its object 'woman', by the shifting relations indicated in 
the double qualifications 'yet beyond woman I yet in woman'. The con· 
tradictory movement of the prepositions, 'beyond' and 'in', complicate 
the simple equation of the subject and object, so that the statement 'she is 
a woman' is shown up as a tautology, since the pronoun, 'she' already 
establishes the gender of the subject to be defined. 

Finally the lines which DuPlessis and Friedman see as evoking 
'woman complete in herself and full of 'mysterious orgasmic power' (p 
423) reveal the project to be founded on an imaginary self-reflexiveness 
dependent on the erection of the female self as phallus: 

for she needs no man 
herself 
is that dart and pulse of the male, 
hands, feet, thighs, 
herself perfect. 

'Herself signals a grammatical self-reflexivity, in which the anticipated 
subject, either the noun 'woman' or the pronoun 'she', which would mark 
an external speaking voice and enunciating 'I', is replaced by the posses
sive pronoun used as a noun and subject: 'herself perfect'. The illusion is 
thus created of a unified, self-spoken utterance. However this grammati
cal fusion of the split subject, the 'I' that speaks with the 'I' that is spoken, 
is literally predicated on the phallus: 

herself 
is that dart and pulse of the male, 
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the female body having become phallicised as a result of the disavowal of 
castration rather than being able to achieve a powerful female sexuality 
as DuPlessis and Friedman assert. The status of this is revealed by the 
lines, earlier in the section, which appear to redefine masculinity and 
incorporate it in the female: 

(ah, where is your man-strength?) 
her arms are the waving of the young 
male, 
tentative, 
reaching out 
that first evening 
alone in a forest: 

where the strangely evocative but unplaced moment signals an original 
moment prior to culture, 'that first evening, alone in a forest', since only 
in a mythical or Imaginary register, prior to culture and the Symbolic can 
this 'phallic woman' exist. At the level of statement, the poem implies 
that the figure of the dancer rests on a resolution of bisexuality, that the 
Master by explaining the 'impossible', 'the two loves separate' makes pos
sible their reconciliation. This dancer, however, the figure of their recon
ciliation, necessarily slips back into an Imaginary register and is pro
duced as a phallicised woman 'that Lord become woman'23 - with which 
the poem ends. In a similar way the attempt by DuPlessis and Friedman 
to figure bisexuality as a resolution in which the bisexual identity of the 
author as a subjectivity, a comprehensive unity striving to encompass 
heterogeneity is offered as the basis of an essential female poetic language 
also breaks on this resurrection of the woman as phallus, effacing the 
mark of difference. 

That aspect which has constantly slipped out of DuPlessis and 
Friedman's account, the language in H.D. 's writing traces a completely 
opposed movement of the bisexual in the register of the Symbolic, where 
it necessarily has to be understood. In the letter H.D. requests Bryher not 
to ask her about the writing. It is the writing, therefore, which is seen as 
the centre of a conflict or problem: 'it seems the conflict consists partly 
that what I write commits me- to one sex, or the other, I no longer 
HIDE.' What is fascinating here is that the sentence contradicts itself, not 
quite making sense. In referring back to the words attributed to Freud 
'you have two things to hide, one that you were a girl, the other that you 
were a boy,' and by saying 'I no longer HIDE' there appears in the letter to 
be an attempt to say that in the writing she has to bring her bisexuality out 
into the open, to reveal both male and female. In fact, however, it is 
impossible for the sentence to say that what she writes forces her into the 
open as both sexes at once. Instead the letter says 'what I write commits 
me', followed by a pause, then 'to one sex or the other', the two positions 
permanently oscillating and thereby undoing the attempt to come out in 
the open, to 'no longer HIDE'. The letter in fact demonstrates that in 
order to speak the subject has to take up a position which is already sexed. 
It is not that the writing forces H.D. into the open as bisexual but that it 
involves a commitment to one sex; as Lacan puts it 'any speaking being 
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whatever;24 must line up on one side or other of the sexual divide. At the 
same time the two go together, 'one sex or the other', never simply one as a 
unified whole, or one without the other, instead an oscillation which 
makes bisexuality the mark of the difficulty or uncertainty of sexual 
identity. By using the bisexual to return to an Imaginary unity prior to 
sexual difference, DuPlessis and Friedman block this trajectory in the 
Symbolic register. In paying attention to its presence in the letter I want 
to suggest that a possibility emerges for reading it as the mark which keeps 
the uncertainty of sexual identity foregrounded by its problematisation of 
the category of woman. In H.D.'s poem 'The Master' it might be seen to 
function in the way that the lines 

She is a woman, 
yet beyond woman, 
yet in woman, 

break apart the apparently simple defining relation of subject and object 
in the statement. Similarly the actual presence of bisexuality, of the 'two 
loves separate' as an issue in the poem disturbs each attempt of the poem 
to resolve itself into a celebration of a reified female self. 

I have discussed DuPlessis and Friedman's argument insofar as it repre
sents one way in which bisexuality has been taken up by feminist criti
cism, particularly in America. It has been tackled in a very different way 
within French feminism through a consideration of feminine discourse 
and the theorisation of the subject. Helehe Cixous, for example, poses the 
bisexual as a sign of reciprocity at the level of the unconscious, as the pos· 
sibility of 'extending into the other, of being in such a relation with the 
other that I move into the other without destroying the other: that I will 
look for the other where s/he is without trying to bring everything back to 
myself. '25 The reference to an unconscious level seems here to act as a way 
of evading the issue of positioning in the Symbolic, yet is made in a con
text in which Cixous is pointing to the necessity and possibility of working 
'to deconstruct and transform culture'. 26 Bisexuality becomes some sort 
of goal in the work of writers like Cixous and also Catherine Clement, and 
which has also been fielded by an American writer, Jane Gallop, in her 
recent book Feminism and Psychoanalysis: the Daughter's Seduction. 27 

Its stated project, to bring Lacanian psychoanalytic theory and the res
ponses to it by French feminists, such as Luce Irigaray andJulia Kristeva, 
into contact with British and American feminism, clearly makes it an 
important book. Yet in the context of my own arguments, it is clear that 
the appearance of bisexuality there signals a problem. In her final 
chapter, in which this goal of the bisexual is named, she aims to initiate a 
move beyond 'the closed circle of the family' represented in the book by 
Lacan and Irigaray (and who are excluded from this last chapter) 'in an 
attempt to prod psychoanalysis out of its comfortable domain and into a 
more radical forum'. (p xv) The strategy, in which feminist writing is 
turned back onto 'certain psychoanalytic positions' following the critique 
of feminism through psychoanalysis in the earlier chapters, is certainly 
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an attractive one. However it is difficult to accept when she allies herself 
with Clement and Cixous in offering a concept of the bisexual as some 
kind of manifesto which would be 

Neither the fantasmatic resolution of difference in the imaginary, 
nor the fleshless, joyless assumption of the fact of one's lack of 
unity in the symbolic, but an other bisexuality, one that pursues, 
loves and accepts both the imaginary and the symbolic, both flesh 
and theory. (p 150) 

This is both obscure and inflated and breaks yet again on the conflation 
of the Imaginary and the Symbolic, which is therefore where I want to let 
it rest. 
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Seduction, Sedition, and the 
Dictionary 
Discussion of Jane Gallop Feminism and Psychoanalysis: The Daughter's 
Seduction Macmillan Press Ltd. 1982 

Joan Copjec 

Jane Gallop says in the introduction to Feminism and Psychoanalysis 'this 
book is not intended to be simply an introduction to or a translation of an 
existent body of knowledge' (that is, this is to be something more than a 
'trot'- informal to bring to the attention of, to introduce; US Slang: a 
literal translation used in doing school work: a pony- a Gallop, then?) 
'but rather a contribution to ... French psychoanalytic feminist thought 
from the vantage-point of these English-speaking shores.' (p xi) These 
shores you know, at least from the vantage-point of French psychoana
lytic thought, as a point of resistance to that thought. When Freud first 
landed here he thought he was bringing the plague, but America, hasty 
land of free-enterprise, 1 resisted the more pestiferous aspects of his theory 
and developed its own anti-virus: ego psychology. Gallop is calling atten
tion to herself, introducing herself as well as French psychoanalytic 
theory in these initial pages. 

Gallop read 'Keys to Dora', the final chapter of her book, last year at 
the Modern Language Association (MLA) convention in New York. Here 
also she called attention to herself. The MLA convention functions in two 
ways: as a symposium at which many (usually boring) academic papers are 
read; as a job market at which enterprising applicants compete in inter
views for teaching positions. At the end of each day there is an additional 
function which is served by what are called 'cash bars' (for example, the 
Cornell cash bar, the Harvard cash bar, or even the Marxist cash bar) 
where groups of people get together to drink and talk (and make connec
tions). Theoretically, this last sits on the margins and does not intrude on 
the other two serious functions; this is a very traditional, very respectable 
convention- a ceremony of scholarship. The MLA sets the rules (it pub
lishes a 'style sheet') for academic discourse on literature in America.Jane 
Gallop's appearance (she was improperly dressed, like a rather fast gal, a 
trollop, in a low-cut black dress)amid this group (a woman on the same 
panel wore a conservative, mannish suit)wasmildlyscandalous. Her paper 
described Freud's theoretir.al search for the child seducer, the "initiator of 
the child's sexual knowledge. Freud, in 'Femininity' (1933) ended his 
search with the mother. But Gallop warns that Freud, who interrogated 
only the members of the immediate family, was operating with an 
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Imaginary, monadic concept of the family as an initial,· self-contained 
unit of society. Such an independent unit can only have a mythical 
existence since every interiority is inhabited originally and constitutively 
by an outside. The governess, who belongs to a different economic class 
and a different family, represents the originary symbolic intrusion which 
always already interrupts the imaginary consistency of a nuclear (kernel) 
family. As it is sexuality which is defined by psychoanalysis as the 
traumatic relationship (traumatic because it arrives too early to be 
recognised and too late to be normally defended against) to exteriority, to 
otherness, it is the governess as internal alien entity who is the seducer of 
Freud's search and his failure to recognise her is his failure to recognise or 
control the effects of his own role as analyst. 

The strategy of Gallop's masquerade is only understandable in 
light of her work. As she read her paper, it became clear that she was dres
sed as the governess, the subject supposed to know (SsS), a working-class 
seducer amid the insular gathering of the scholarly elite. As she con
tinued to drink, to sip her water throughout her reading, and to search 
for etymons (much as Freud had searched for the seducer), one recalled 
that a symposium is literally, in Greek, a drinking party, that the MLA's 
marginal function was originally primary. From here (and also from the 
vantage-point of French psychoanalytic thought) one could also recall 
another drunken intruder into another symposium at which drink had 
also been banished to the margins (although it surfaced in hiccups 
throughout). I am speaking of Alcibiades, known to the Greeks as Alcibi
ades the Just, 2 but whom La can calls Alcibiades the seducer. 3 Are we cor
rect in seeing Gallop's governess as an analogue of Lacan's Alcibiades? 

Feminism and Psychoanalysis is structured as a series of dialogues 
between feminists and psychoanalysts, daughters and fathers, women 
and men. But how, given that this book is written as a contribution to 
Lacanian theory, is this possible when Lacan has written that there is no 
sexual relation and has dismissed the dialogue form ('since Thrasy
machus made his stormy exit at the beginning of the Republic'4) as an 
impossible failure? The answer to this question, the manner of proceed
ing, is suggested in Lacan's constant references in his writings on the 
transference, to another of Plato's dialogues, the Symposium. Lac an sees 
both the !lymposium and the psychoanalytic transference as comedies
of errors, ofmistakenidentity, aswellasofEros, oflove: 'What emerges 
in the transference effect is opposed to revelation. Love ... in its function 
as deception,' 5 Although the transference is seen by both Freud, and 
Lacan, as a defence, a resistance to analysis, they also see it as the only 
means by which analysis can proceed, the material upon which it works. 
The transference love, which emerges in the analytic situation and 
attaches itself to the analyst as the SsS, is the deception that the patient 
has attached itself to, touched, absolute knowledge. Love swells the sub
ject as the object of love is experienced as part of a totalised real. It is the 
task of analysis to demonstrate that this love is supported not by some
thing so grand, but by something really quite small- the object a, which 
is obscured by the Ideal Ego and which obscures the radical lack of know-
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ledge whch is its own condition of existence. Of these objects a Lacan says 
that they are 'partial' not because they are 'part of a total object, the 
body, but because they represent only partially the function that pro· 
duces them.' He then asks us to contemplate the anxiety of the writer 
faced with a blank page who, thinking 'he can accede to himself by desig
nating himself in the statement, is no more than an object [a] .'6 The 
anxiety, in other words, is not a result of the fact (as in the common 
excuse) that the writing can only (because of the inadequacy of language 
to thought) partially represent the writer's intention, but, on the con
trary, of the fact that the writing represents only partially the language 
which produces it. It is language which is in excess of intention and not 
the other way around. As it is language which is in excess of (and which 
masters) the SsS (the object of the transference love) and not the other 
way around. Analysis seeks the excess unconscious signifiers which allow 
the transference to take place and in doing this it dissolves the transfer
ence along with the mirage that supports the SsS. 

Lacan reads the Symposium as an enactment of the transference. 
He sees the role of the analyst, however, as split between two characters
Socrates and Alcibiades. Socrates appears first in the dialogue, as the first 
seducer, the first subject supposed to know and the one, consequently, to 
whom all direct their love. Yet the analysis is blocked by him for, rather 
than dissolve the mirage that reverses his ugliness and ignorance into 
beauty and knowledge, he allows it to sustain him as object of desire. 
It is Alcibiades who brashly exposes Socrates (who claims that we can 
come to possess self-knowledge) as an imposter, or, more precisely, as 
castrated: 

Included in the object a is the agalma, the inestimable treasure 
that Alcibiades declares is contained in the rustic box that for him 
Socrates's face represents. But let us observe that it bears the sign 
(- ). It is because he has not seen Socrates's prick, if I may be 
permitted to follow Plato, who does not spare us the details, that 
Alcibiades the seducer exalts in him the agalma, the marvel that 
he would like Socrates to cede to him in avowing his desire: the 
division of the subject that he bears within himself being admitted 
with great clarity on this occasion. 

Such is the woman concealed behind her veil: it is the 
absence of the penis that turns her into the phallus, the object of 
desire. 7 

Agalma remains in Lacan's text untranslated and untransliterated; it 
functions veiled, mysteriously. In Greek it means, 'That wherein one 
delights, a glory, delight: a pleasing gift, especially for the gods, hence a 
statue or image of a god for worship; any statue or image'. Even in this 
definition a displacement can be seen to operate whereby the image or 
statue becomes a delight in itself, thus obscuring that which it simultane
ously represents. Socrates, by not displacing his desire, his prick, seems all 
the more to be in possession of the inestimable phallus. Alcibiades, by 
drawing attention to this treasure supposedly buried in that rustic box, 
calls attention to its very absence. The phallus, Lacan has often repeated, 
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can only play its role when veiled. We read in the penultimate chapter of 
Feminism and Psychoanalysis: 

Perhaps Kristeva's most powerful subversion is to expose the 
phallus of the phallic mother ... I have said that the most radical 
effect of La can is his assumption of the phallic position, his speak
ing as 'subject presumed to know,' his acting, like a prick, which in 
its audacity ... exposes the necessary imposture of any occupant 
of the phallic, paternal, authority position. Is not Kristeva 
as she speaks from the necessarily vacant position of the Mother 
like Lacan who has the presumption to say 'Me, Truth, I 
speak'?8 

Lacan, Kristeva, and now Gallop have assumed the role of Alcibiades in 
his deconstruction of the idealist discourse on love, his sedition against 
the SsS. 

It is interesting to note that Lacan's intuitions about comic struc
tures would not go unsupported by Greek thought. There were in Greek 
comedies three kinds of comic protagonists: the eiron, the bomolochus, 
and the alazon. The eiron was a dissembler, one who said less than he 
thought, pretended ignorance in order to provoke an antagonist. From 
eiron we derive not only 'irony', but also 'hero'. Socrates is the archetypal 
eiron and was recognised as such by the Greeks. The bomolochus, or buf
foon, 9 was the side-kick of the eiron. He acted as a kind of protective shell 
for the eiron, butt of the cruellest jokes, absorbing all the worst blows. 
The buffoon saved the eiron's feigned ignorance from being irretrievably 
mistaken for real. The alazon was, like the eiron, a pretender, but he was 
a braggart, a swaggerer, one who pretended to know more than he did. 
At the conclusion of the comedy there was a standard feature called the 
alazon episode in which the eiron engaged in contest with the alazon and 
defeated him. Or, one could say more accurately, engorged him, since 
the end came most precipitously upon this episode, the alazon vanishing 
completely. 

The insight of La can is to see Platonic idealism as the effect of this 
comic structure. The alazon episode becomes the moment of the aufhe
bung, the moment when the alazon is negated and conserved by the 
eiron. But the eiron according to a materialist reading cannot simply 
swallow the alazon whole, for the alazon, by unveiling the phallus (with 
which the eiron was playing possum), shows that there are no wholes to be 
had. The alazon is not (as in Aristophanes' myth) the complement of the 
eiron, but the reminder that the eiron has primordially lost a-part of him
self. The eiron is neither narcissistically reassuring, the proof of the 
eiron's powers of deception, nor the cancellation of deception itself (in 
either case, the placement of the eiron in the position of truth, outside 
deception). Instead the alazon, by playing the fool, escapes the imaginary 
identification by which the eiron hopes to ensnare him. The eiron, then, 
is revealed to be deceived by his own deception; his pretence to know less 
in order that he be taken to know more is demonstrated as masking the 
fact that he truly knows less. 

An alazon, however, is not only a boastful imposter; he is also a 
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wanderer. Alazoneia is errant imposture. Throughout Feminism and 
Psychoanalysis one witnesses the condensation of the bifurcated origins of 
alazoneia, the anastomosis of wandering and error. In the chapter 
'Encore encore', Stephen Heath is characterised as a knight-errant, chiv
alrous supporter of infidelity, as wandering from the way of the Father, 
yet one who errs, at a certain point, by wandering from this wandering 
course, returning to a 'confidence of knowledge'. In 'Writing Erratic 
Desire', Lemoine- Luccioni's errors, the Freudian slips she produces in the 
writing of Partage des femmes, are analysed to reveal the erratic quality 
of her writing, the way it wanders from the Law. Irigaray has criticised 
Lemoine-Luccioni for 'simply subjecting the specificity of the subject's 
desire to the Lacanian universal', using a Lacanian dictionary to inter
pret her patient's speech and hence 'sacrificing the patient's specificity to 
the master's truth' (p 95 ). Gallop, through her careful attention to 
Lemoine-Luccioni's text, demonstrates what Irigaray in her summary 
dismissal has missed, its resistance to subjectivisation by the master, its 
refusal to take up the stationary place assigned to women. 

The collision of the two trains of signifiers does not, however, end 
here. In tracing Lemoine-Luccioni's wanderings from the Law (which 
includes her misspelling of a name with two rather than one r's, pro
nounced 'erre' in French), Gallop runs headlong into ('The quotation 
marks around 'erre' in Lemoine-Luccioni's text not only alert the reader 
to the sound of the word, but also send her running to') the dictionary. 
Thence to the discovery of the imbrication of the meaning of the words 
for 'wandering' and for 'error', and thence to a digression (the second in 
this chapter, as she notes) into speculation as to whether or not she has 
wandered into error, strayed from the correct path. So it seems that a real 
risk haunts the path of infidelity. Gallop calls it the 'risk of being wrong' 
(p 103) which has here the local sense of making a mistake, taking the 
wrong path. But there is another larger risk which haunts Gallop's and 
feminist discourse in general, that of being misled. There is always the 
suspicion that in wandering from the path of the law, we run the risk of 
subjecting ourselves to one of its tricks, of merely following one of its devi
ous dictates. 

In 'Keys to Dora,' fetishize, the preferred and decidedly more 
common English spelling of the word, is spelled (three times) fetichize, 
making it appear more archaic and more like its French cognate. In all 
three cases the word is included in a quotation from Cixous who is 
explaining her relation to the hysteric, Dora: 'I don't give a damn ... I 
don't fetichize her'. (p 134). Is this a mistake? Has Gallop slipped and for
gotten to fully translate the French? Has her discussion of the 'obsolete 
figure' of the hysteric pushed her translation in the direction of this more 
distant form, more towards the word fete h which means (not according to 
any of its primary meanings, but according to its more distant definition) 
'to go by an indirect route' (that is, to wander) or (an alternative defini
tion, fetch) 'one sent to fetch the soul of a dying person' (that is, a refer
ence to Cixous' damning of Dora to the dead past)? Or is this a trick 
(definition 19 of fetch, 'a trick: dodge'? Has Gallop, who has set the 
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example for this wandering through the dictionary, purposefully 
included this oddly fetching spelling to lead us on a 'wild psychoanalyst' 
chase? 

Given that analysis may, on the part of certain subjects, be put in 
question at its outset, and suspected of being a lure- how is it that 
around this being mistaken something stops? Even the psychoana
lyst put in question is credited at some point with a certain infal
libility, which means that certain intentions, betrayed, perhaps, 
by some chance gesture, will sometimes be attributed even to the 
analyst put in question, You did that to test meP0 

Finally, what is to be gained from all of this; isn't it all just a bit far
fetched? 

Freud, speaking of the confirmations of his analytic constructions 
which he receives from his patients themselves: 

It is particularly striking when a confirmation of this kind slips 
into a direct denial by means of a parapraxis ... The name 
'Jauner' (a familiar one in Vienna) came up ~epeatedly in one of 
my patient's dreams without a sufficient explanation appearing in 
his associations. I finally put forward the interpretation that when 
he said 'Jauner' he probably meant 'Gauner' [swindler], 
whereupon he promptly replied: 'That seems to me too jewagt' 
[instead of 'gewagt' (far-fetched)] .11 

The fe~tr in all of this is that we, as feminists, cannot really go very far 
afield. That even while tracking down his errors we are doing the father's 
bidding, that the dream of feminism is always contained within psycho
analytic theory and thus can only ultimately be the dream of psychoana
lysis. That in all our wanderings we are not straying, but are being led 
astray, that is that we are being, literally, seduced. This is one of the cen
tral concerns of Feminism and Psychoanalysis. One of the ways it evi
dences itself is the mirror reversal of its second title, The Daughter's 
Seduction, in its central chapter, 'The Father's Seduction'. The chapter is 
devoted to the clever and contentious reading, by Irigaray (in 'The Blind 
Spot of an Old Dream of Symmetry') of Freud's essay, 'Femininity'. Iri
garay's analysis puts us in mind of one of Freud's patients ('A contradic
tion to my theory of dreams produced by another of my women patients 
(the cleverest of all my dreamers) was resolved ... simply'.) 12 This 
woman, who dreamed a dream contrary to her own wishes, managed not 
to uncover a blind spot in Freud's theory (that dreams are the fulfillments 
of wishes), but to confirm it by fulfilling her wish to prove Freud wrong. 
Has Irigaray, in using Freudian methods to deconstruct Freud's text on 
femininity, read Freud in a way other than the one in which he asked to be 
read? Has she escaped being seduced by Freud? 

This fear of the seduction by the father is integrally related to the 
fear of the seduction of the father, that is, that the father, Freud, was 
himself seduced by analogies. That psychoanalytic theory (the theory of 
Freud the father) is, thus, analogical thinking, controlled by an economy 
of the same. In this case the father's theory would be a narcissistic search 
for his own image and would entail the elimination of all difference, of all 
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which did not conform to the male analogue- the elimination, in short, 
of the daughter. The place where these fears (of seduction and of anal
ogy)are most emphatically called up and confronted is in the transfer
ence, whicl-: takes place through the patient's (the daughter's) seduction 
by the analyst as analogue of the father. This according to Irigaray's rea
soning by analogy ('Freud: hysteric : : father : daughter : : Freud : any 
other psychoanalyst') which Gallop sanctions by repeating ('the analogy 
of analyst to father is the analytic analogy par excellence, the fact of 
transference. Transference is the repetition of infantile prototype rela
tions, of unconscious desires in the analytic relation.') (p 73). 

Yet the transference is not, as Lacan says, ectopic. 'It is not a 
shadow of the former deceptions of love.' 13 That is, the transference is a 
seduction not by analogy with another seduction, but is itself a seduction. 
The transference is not constituted by, but constitutive of analogy. 
BarbaraJohnson's description of psychoanalysis is a description, in fact, 
of its arena of effects, the transference: 

Psychoanalysis is in fact itself the primal scene it is seeking: it is the 
fi"rst occurrence of what has been repeating itself in the patient 
without ever having occurred. Psychoanalysis is not itself the 
interpretation of repetition: it is the repetition of a trauma of 
interpretation- called 'castration' or 'parental coitus' or 'the 
Oedipus complex' or even 'sexuality'_ . _And psychoanalysis is the 
reconstruction of that interpretative infelicity not as its 
interpretation, but as its first and last act. Psychoanalysis has con
tent only insofar as it repeats the dis-contents of what never took 
place. 14 

The transference that is in evidence in Feminism and Psychoana
lysis is curious and instructive. It is a transference- as Gallop points out 
at the end of her digression on the word erre- onto the dictionary. One 
way to account for this statement, of course, is to describe it as a displace
ment of her transference onto La can. Just before this admission of trans
ference she says that her digression has reminded her of the title of one of 
Lacan's seminars, 'The non-dupes wander/err'. This reminiscence reas
sures her that she is wandering on the right course. But this simple 
replacement of La can for the dictionary would ignore the particularity of 
this transference, would simply ignore one of the most insistent aspects of 
Gallop's writing- her obsessional etymologising. Feminism and Psycho
analysis is an almost vertiginous slide of associations. One could say that it 
is the constant reference to the dictionary (paradoxically) and to the con
cept of seduction that in some respects holds it together_ But what, in the 
end, does the dictionary have to do with seduction? By what eccentricity 
of logic are we allowed to think in libidinal terms of a dictionary, of a 
transference onto a dictionary? 

Ferenczi who was, along with Freud and Lacan, one ofthe psycho
analysts most interested in the theory of the transference, provides us with 
a connection. In a very short 'article' called 'Obsessional Etymologising' 
(1913) he wrote: 

This occurred in a patient by the inquiry into the origin of words 
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being substituted for the question of the derivation of children. 
This identification would form the pathological pendant to Sper
ber's theory of the sexual origin of speech. '15 

Sperber's theory may be lost to many, but the readers of French psycho
analytic theory will certainly be familiar with the link between speech and 
sexuality. It is the articulation, in language, of biological need (that is, 
need expressed in demand) which produces the deviation from the bio
logical to the sexual, produces, that is, desire. Sexuality is not a biological 
fact of the body, but is conferred on it as a phantasmatic production- the 
result of the body's intimate involvement in the signifiers of an external 
order. 

This relation between fantasy and sexuality is discussed in an 
often cited article on Freud's seduction theory, 'Fantasy and the Origins 
of Sexuality', by Laplanche and Pontalis (authors of a psychanalytic dic
tionary). Much of the history of Freud's seduction theory is, by now, well 
known. In the beginning he believed that the scenes of seduction narrated 
by his hysterical women patients were rea:l. At a later point (1897, to be 
exact), as the result of much evidence gathered by his research, Freud was 
forced to abandon this belief in an actual event and to consider seduction 
as a phantasy. This abandonment of his neurotica is seen by most as an 
advance of psychoanalytic theory, for it opened up the whole area of un
conscious phantasy, the primary material upon which psychoanalysis has 
since set to work. It also paved the way for the discovery of infantile sexu
ality and the Oedipus complex, cornerstones, as we know, of psychoana
lytic theory. In other words, the phantasy of seduction could now be seen 
as the product of, or the 'theory' of the child attempting to account for 
and give vent to its sexuality (its Oedipal love). 

Laplanche's and Pontalis' point is that it took a long time, and 
several revisions of his theory, before Freud was able to make connections 
among these three terms (phantasy, the Oedipus complex, and infantile 
sexuality) and that before this happened, psychoanalysis suffered a 
regression as a result of the abandonment of its theory of seduction. It was 
to explain the trauma of seduction that the crucial Freudian concept of 
deferred action (Nachtraglz'chkeit)- the action by which sexuality is 
introduced into the subject by a foreign body which continues to work, as 
a reminiscence, long after its entry- was developed. The exogenous 
structuration of sexuality was for awhile discarded along with the belief in 
actual seduction. Sexuality was conceived as the result of the endogenous 
development (through natural stages) of a biological organism, and 
phantasy as merely the expression of this sexuality. The origins, then, of 
both sexuality and phantasy were buried in biology, totally unconnected 
to the social order during this theoretical period. 

There were in Freud's central period (1897-1906), according to 
Laplanche and Pontalis, two developments of his theory which bore 
directly on the concept of phantasy. The first was that phantasy was not 
only a manifest datum presented to the analyst for analysis, it was also the 
latent support of symptom: 'thus a phantasy of prostitution, of street
walking, might be discovered beneath the symptom of agrophobia/ 16 
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These phantasies were constructions of the analysis. The admission into 
psychoanalytic consideration of this second type of phantasy made 
Freud's theory vulnerable to the Jungian notion of retrospective phan
tasies by which phantasies are considered to be adult reconstructions of 
childhood events. Jung proposed that the patient performed these recon
structions, but the more insidious charge would have it that the patient 
performs under the analyst's suggestion. Here we meet again the frequent 
charge against psychoanalysis that it always finds what it is looking for. 

Freud was adamantly opposed to this notion of Jung's and sought 
various ways of grounding phantasy in some other reality, believing, as 
Laplanche and Pontalis put it, that the 'imaginary' could not 'contain its 
own principle of organisation.' 17 We witness his struggle againstJung, in 
the Wolf Man case, when, forced to admit that the 'scene of seduction'
in this case the scene of parental coitus which was the Wolf Man's intro
duction to sexuality- was a construction of the analysis, Freud is careful 
to stress that some perception (perhaps the copulation of dogs) provided 
the primary datum for the unconscious phantasy. Freud's final word on 
this subject rested in his concept of 'original phantasies' which were 
grounded in events that anteceded the individual. This concept is, of 
course, quite problematic for psychoanalysis, but what can be usefully 
retained is the idea that phantasies are grounded in a social structure that 
exceeds the individual and that this structure leaves its traces in the con
cept of the unconscious. Thus Freud defends himself against Jung as he 
defended Charcot against Bernheim who charged that the 'Salpetriere 
hysteric' was produced through Charcot's suggestion. The defence is 
through the concept of another structure, outside the conscious indivi
dual- the unconscious- which is not purely 'impressionable'. 

When he was ridiculed by those who said that one of his hysterical 
patients was deceiving him by dreaming a dream she thought would 
please him, Freud answered (and Lacan carefully noted) that the dream 
is not the unconscious even though the unconscious 'may very well oper
ate in the direction of deception' . 18 For the unconscious is a structural 
field of operations similar to those of language and must not be confused 
with a content. 

When Laplanche (this time with Leclaire) attempted to defend 
the Freudian unconscious against Politzer's critique which would reduce 
it to the immanent meaning of the manifest (and thus, only) text, he 
pointed to Politzer's quick retreat from a linguistic example. Politzer: 
'Thus the wish for an error in diagnosis [the latent content of Freud's 
dream of Irma's injection) explains the sore throat [the manifest) just as 
the Latin "pater" explains the French "pere", or rather, as jealousy 
explains Othello's action. '19 It is no wonder that Politizer feels uncomfort
able with his first example, for it is the fact that the unconscious is a struc
tural field of operations similar to those of language, and not a content, 
that makes it invulnerable to the reduction he proposes. 

The first chapter of Feminism and Psychoanalysis, 'Psychoana
lysis and Feminism', demonstrates that Juliet Mitchell's neglect of the 
importance of language in Lacanian theory seriously reduces, flattens 
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her exposition of the theory. I add to this the caution that the importance 
of language must not be neglected in the theory of the transference 
especially. It is this linguistic concept of the unconscious which allows the 
transference onto the dictionary (for example) to produce something 
other than merely received ideas. Allows the transference to produce 
something other than an analogue of the father-daughter configuration. 
The transference is not an apprenticeship in which the patient accedes to 
the master image of the analyst. The transference is tetra polar, involving 
the unconscious and the conscious of both the patient and the analyst. 
The terms are structurally related not through a mirroring process, but 
through a series of substitutions and displacements that are not totalis
able into an image. 

'The gesture by which we go to the dictionary', Gallop says in 
explaining her transference, 'is the attempt to go to the place of the signi
fier's treasure. (In this vein, compare 'thesaurus' etymologically meaning 
'treasure').' p 109 Alcibiades also looked to Socrates, the SsS, for his 'ines
timable treasure'. 20 What does this concentrated search for treasure, this 
looking to (or looking up in) the dictionary yield? The emphasis on 'thes
aurus' in Gallop's sentence slightly displaces the specific treasure of the 
dictionary, the 'etymon': 'the linguistic form from which another is his
torically derived. [ (Gk: the essential meaning of a word seen in its origin 
(neut of etymos, true, actual, real)]'. And not coincidentally, the diction
ary gives this example: 'as the Indo-European *k(e)rd-, which is the ety
mon of Latin cor, Greek karda, and English heart'. 

What the transference must lead to, if it is to be analysed and not 
remain a permanent condition, is the isolation 'in the subject of a kernel, 
kern, to use Freud's own term, of non-sense'. 21 Included in the phantasy 
of seduction, this kernel, as in the case of theW olf Man 'where the prob
lem of the conversion of phantasy and reality converge', is 'something 
irreducible, non-sensical, that functions as an originally repressed signi
fier'. 22 There is no Other of the Other, that is, there is no place where an 
ultimate meaning resides. The subject is subject not to some meaning 
that can be looked up in a dictionary, but to some kernel of non-meaning. 
Yet the fact that it can be called a kernel of non-meaning indicates that 
interpretation is not a matter of flipping through a dictionary- for the 
uncontrollable reference from one signifier to another would produce not 
meaning, but the dizzying slide of non-sense. Lacan warns, contrary to 
many interpretations of his work, that the claim that all interpretations 
are possible is simply absurd. Interpretation should locate and not be 
non-sense. Shoultllocate the kernel of non-sense which represents the 
traumatic non-meaning which has constituted the subject. The lack that 
the veiled phallus obscures. 

The sedition against the power of the phallus is impossible without 
the defeat of analogocentrism. It is Freudian/Lacanian psychoanalysis in 
its most radical form that furnishes us with the most powerful concept
the structural unconscious- from which the attack can be launched. 
Although, as we know, psychoanalysis is not entirely free of analogical 
thinking. Jane Gallop's Feminism and Psychoanalysis recognises this 
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thinking as most dangerous to feminism and engages itself in opposition 
to it. Yet even this book lapses occasionally into analogy. 

The book sets up a metaphorical division: a category of metaphors 
-connected with wandering- of deviation, flow, liquidity, of lubrzdty 
(finally) are set against another cateogory- connected with the stationery 
position- of solidity, rigidity, and constriction. The first category repre
sents the desirable qualities which feminist discourse must seek to incorp
orate, the second, the undesirable qualities of masculine discourse. This 
reduction of femininity to urinary flow and masculinity to fecal matter is 
a sheer waste of the energies that are otherwise directed against such 
analogising and such dichotomising. 

To repeat, it is neither the continual and dizzying slide of dis
placements, nor the little nuggets of knowledge that feminists must look 
for in the dictionary: but the determinations which condition both the 
interminable chain of associations and knowledge itself. Feminism and 
Psychoanalysis, for the most part, is quite aware of this. And it is most 
likely on this account that it has a clear, intelligent, and very lively voice, 
analogous to no other. 
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Review of Carol MacCormack and Marilyn Strathern (eds) Nature, 
Culture and Gender Cambridge University Press 1980 

Beverley Brown 

Is female to male as nature to culture? 

Contributors to Nature, Culture and Gender were asked by the editors 
'simply to reflect upon the manner in which anthropologists especially 
have used the concepts of nature and culture in the exegesis of other 
people's gender symbolism'. (Preface p vii) The resulting collection 
includes five essays which work through the question in terms of specific 
ethnographic materials from Bolivia, Sierra Leone, New Britain and 
Papua New Guinea and two articles on the concepts of nature, culture 
and gender, and the interrelation between them in 18th century French 
political-philosophical and medical-social discourses. However, the book 
is in fact more focused than this description would indicate, and this 
review will be concerned less with assessing the individual contributions 
than with the debate around which the book is structured, namely the 
line of inquiry set up by the publication in 1974 of Sherry Ortner's article 
'Is female to male as nature to culture?' 

The preface of Nature, Culture and Gender links its project to 
that of Ortner in its description of the book's inception at the 1977 meet
ing of the Association of Social Anthropologists. In a 'chat' between the 
editors 'about the assumption that nature is to culture as female is to 
male'- a curious inversion of the Ortner proposition- MacCormack 
mentioned that 'on the basis of her fieldwork, the gender part of the 
equation did not seem to be universally valid'. A more radical doubt was 
entered by Strathern who found that her fieldwork had cast doubt on the 
universality of the nature:culture distinction itself. Doubts from other 
ethnographers were enlisted against Ortner and against U~vi-Strauss, 
whose deployment of the nature:culture category had been a point of 
reference not only for Ortner herself but for other entrants in the debate, 
such as Edward Ardener. 

But why should these doubts be seen as so devastating and why 
should they be addressed to Ortner? The impetus behind Sherry Ortner's 
question 'is female to male as nature to culture?' was to find something 
universal ehough to explain the universal subordination of women. 
Merely to have set up such a question indicated a dissatisfaction with 



80 m!f 

existing feminist explanations of subordination in terms of economic, 
biological, or innate power-relations between the sexes. In lighting upon 
the universal nature:culture distinction, Ortner's theory attempted to do 
two things: first, to posit a universal association between the category 
'female' and the category 'nature', an association which could say that it 
was because nature was devalued that women were devalued. Secondly, 
she sought to give an explanation of how it was that 'woman' actually 
came to be associated with 'nature' and hence to suffer the ill effects of 
that adjacency in the form of a devaluation. 

In other words, the founding suggestion of the debate consists in 
the rather remarkable injunction: if you seek the logic of the devaluation 
of the female, seek it elsewhere, for it may be that it derives not from any
thing generic to the relations between the sexes but from the hierarchy of 
values ordering the nature: culture distinction. Thus it seems obvious that 
any doubts raised about the universality of either the nature:culture dis
tinction or its mapping onto female:male will undo the power of this 
explanation of women's subordination. The ethnographic doubts are sup
plemented in Nature, Culture and Gender by finding that Ortner bases 
her explanation of the connection between 'female' and 'nature' in terms of 
biological universals; the charge of biologism completes the discrediting 
initiated by counter examples in fieldwork. The proposition is left as one of 
doubtful probity- but, as the Preface remarks, still of endless fascination. 

The editors of Nature, Culture and Gender thus turn to investi
gate this fascination with the Ortner proposition and find its lure to con
sist not in the novelty of the suggestion itself but in the 'assumptions of our 
own intellectual traditions'. The female:male: :nature:culture proposi
tion is no longer a universal truth connecting dominant representations 
of gender relations to nature:culture representations, but merely our 
truth, the truth about Western norms of heterosexuality- as visible in 
such familiarly salacious images as the penetration of female nature by 
male reason. To the extent that any non-Western associations of nature: 
culture and female:male may also exist, according to Nature, Culture 
and Gender they will no longer function as part of a higher-order explan
ation: whatever approximations to the category of nature: culture can be 
found in a people's own 'folk models', that is their own 'symbolisms' and 
practices, they will not function as exemplifications of any general rela
tion but will operate merely as one set of associations among a host of 
others. 

In other words, Nature, Culture and Gender constructs the 
female:male: :nature:culture relation as a problem of universality and 
ethnocentrism, against which the voices of a people's own folk-models are 
now to be heard: 

Just as the 'dominant code' ... 'universalises' its vision of the world 
and is thus unable to hear a muted code, so it is all too easy for 
anthropologists using the dominant discourse of European cul
ture to universalise our own categories of male and female, nature 
and culture, and thus render ourselves deaf to alternative ways of 
structuring the world. (NCG p 93) 



Displacing the difference 81 

This review will attempt to show that, despite the interest of the 
question and the value of placing ethnographic material in a space of 
argument where it is accessible to the non-anthropologist, Nature, 
Culture and Gender's concentration on the problem of universality 
causes it to lose what is valuable and distinctive about the original 
question. It has also made it impossible to assess the possible interest of 
the debate once we give up the idea that it may succeed in explaining 
women's subordination. Thus, in going back and re-assessing Ortner, 
and also in examining the specific arguments about Levi-Strauss made in 
the book, I shall not be attempting to re-instate the female:male: :nature: 
culture algorithm as a universal truth or as a universal explanation of 
women's oppression. Rather I shall argue that what may be retrieved 
from the question are the following: 1. Ortner's suggestions about the 
formation of representations of women; 2. a need to re-assess the question 
of 'biologism' and representations of the biological via a more detailed 
critique of Ortner's position; 3. the speculation that the interest of the 
female:male: :nature:culture connection may not be in its capacity to 
represent a norm of heterosexuality, a typical relation between the sexes, 
whether Western or global, but in the peculiar not to say perverse and 
atypical, structure of sexuality which it puts into play. 

The emphasis of the book on the question of universality actually 
makes these issues invisible. There is one central problem about the con
ception of universality and how it is seen as an issue. Nature, Culture and 
Gender construes the universality of nature: culture: :female: male to lie at 
the level of an empirical truth, something that can therefore be investi
gated and verified through fieldwork. This confusion between the 
analytic work and the. empirical proof of the conception of these rela
tions, leads the authors, in the quest to 'deconstruct' the universal 
category nature:culture, to invoke instead the virtue of folk models. 
Whatever reservations one might have about these models- can there 
ever be a folk model which is not an analytical construct?- there must be 
some disingenuousness in 'finding' as folk model categories, those very 
oppositions (raw:cooked, wild: domestic, etc) which Levi-Strauss uses to 
unpick the logic of the nature:culture distinction. These can hardly 
count as an escape from the universal category nature:culture. 

Two senses of 'universal' need to be sorted out. First of all, nature: 
culture and female:male are universal in the sense that they organise the 
'universe' of a system of representations. That is, they are superordinate 
categories, organising and locating other lesser categories within their 
greater logic. This relation is totally independent of the question of uni
versal instantiation of any particular category. It is simply to say that, for 
any particular system of representations, certain categories have a 
greater weight than others because they order the relationships between 
those others, because they can connect up logics organising different 
domains. For instance, nature:culture can pivot a set of oppositions perti
nent to the preparation and eating of food (raw:cooked) which can in 
turn be connected up with a set of oppositions about the hunting of 
animals or the system of horticulture (wild: domestic). The greater, more 
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universal category, nature:culture can also function to make intelligible 
contradictions that may appear between the lesser categories, and so on. 

The fact that nature:culture and female:male can both be said to 
function in this way, as universals with respect to any particular system of 
representations, is what makes the possibility of connecting them up, 
within any particular system, a matter of particular interest. Ortner her
self designates these two relations as 'key symbols', that is superordinate 
categories, under which sets of subordinate categories are ranked and 
through which they are organised. Thus, despite the undoubted errors 
and vulgarisations which her article contains- unwarranted generalisa
tions, misreadings of Levi-Strauss, and so on- I shall argue that, in pos
ing the female:nature association as an association of 'key symbols', she 
sets up an important possibility. 

The second sense of universal is closer to the domain of investiga
tion of Nature, Culture and Gender but it is also not a matter of empirical 
testing. It is a matter of seeing whether the type of analysis by which 
nature:culture was worked through for any particular system of repre
sentations would also work on another system. Some of the methods 
would, of course, be empirical in the sense that there has to be some 
mechanism for the collection of the terms of the system of representations 
in question. But the work of 'finding' nature:culture as an organising, 
superordinate category is the work of analysis, and Levi-Strauss employs 
a particular method of analysis. This makes use of the logic of various 
kinds of metaphorical and metonymical transformations, as well as the 
organising of categories as binary oppositions. One may dispute the 
method of analysis itself. Indeed,Jack Goody in The Domestication of the 
Savage Mind has even based his criticism of Levi-Strauss's method on a 
charge of ethnocentrism. But this is a charge of ethnocentrism of a com
pletely different order from that envisaged in Nature, Culture and 
Gender, since it is not concerned with the universal instantiation of any 
particular category such as nature: culture, but the structure of thecate
gories as such. Goody's complaint is that binary oppositions are them
selves a structure of thought or system of analysis peculiar to the West. 

The authors of Nature, Culture and Gender are not engaged in 
this kind of critique. Indeed, they are entirely happy to flirt with the 
methods of metaphorical and metonymic transformation. Rather, be
cause what has been set up is a question of the universality of a general 
proposition, it is investigated at the level of content, as a matter of finding 
out whether particular peoples have an idea of nature: culture, whether it 
is the same idea as ours, and how it relates to their ideas of sexual 
difference. Nature, Culture and Gender's rejection of Ortner in fact sig
nals the end of the female:male: :nature:culture algorithm. It is partly a 
matter of the fragmentation of meanings collected under nature:culture. 
But it is also the loss of any integral or special connection between sexual 
difference and nature:culture, the link which was provided by biology. 
One could turn this loss into a sort of virtue, as several of the essays here 
do, and simply pursue, without presupposition or pre-given link the 
question of whether there are any mappings between female:male and 
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a now fragmented nature:culture, and whether these have any other 
correlations or effects. This of course entails demoting nature:culture 
from its special status as an organising category and rendering it simply 
one concept among others, important in some instances and cultures and 
perhaps not elsewhere. The connection with sexual difference therefore 
necessarily also becomes partial and of no particular status. Its operations 
and effects are assessed as and when they occur, rather than as generalities. 

This review will address itself to the question of whether this is the 
only possible acceptable outcome to the line of inquiry initiated by 
Ortner, thus signalling what about the debate seems to have got lost. 

Biological determination and representations of the 
biological 

The theoretical novelty of Ortner's question, 'Is female to male as nature 
to culture?', has been identified here as the suggestion that 'female' was 
devalued only by association with 'nature'; the category 'female' and 
'nature' are subordinate to the terms 'male' and 'culture'. At the same 
time this sets up the possible interchange between associated domains of 
meanings. In asserting that 'nature:culture' and 'female:male' were iden· 
tified by Ortner as 'key symbols', I emphasised the cross-associations and 
proliferations of meaning that, on Ortner's theory, are made possible by 
the female:nature association. Ortner is clear that nature:culture, like 
female:male, is a category, or 'key symbol'. In discussing nature:culture, 
she emphasises that this is not a real physical boundary and hence not in 
principle determined as a universal meaning: different cultures will have 
a range of different meanings and associations under it. What is universal 
for her is the universal employment of the categories nature:culture and 
female: male. Hence 1. the consistency of subordination across them and 
2. the universal possibility of cross-fertilisation between the two domains. 
Insofar as Ortner was herself attacking various biologisms, it is important 
to note that her theory insists on the effects of certain representations of 
women- as natural- in securing a subordination which biology alone 
could not explain. And if Ortner herself finally stands accused of a sort of 
biologism, it is at least one which states that woman's biology dooms her 
to be represented as natural. 

What can be emphasised in the first instance in Ortner's female: 
nature association is the opening up of a possible proliferation of mean· 
ings attaching to al)d organised by the nature:culture 'symbol' and, by 
association, able to circulate to the female:male 'symbol'. The realm of 
representation embroiders and accretes a whole series of varying mean· 
ings which come to attach themselves to the category 'female' via the 
flowering of meanings for 'nature'. It is in this suggestion of the 'take-off 
of non -literal meanings for 'nature', and hence for 'female' that the 
central charm of her theory should be recognised. It is not just that it gives 
an explanation for the devaluation of women, nor need it be tied to any 
single way in which the 'female' might be construed as 'more natural' 
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than the 'male'. Rather, the female: nature association suggests how the 
'female' can come to take on sets of connotations not strictly derivable 
from the concept of 'female-ness' as such. The proposition also promised 
to show how the values accruing to 'female' along the series nature:cult
ure was, after its initial grounding, relatively indifferent to material con
ditions as direct causes of association, although it might in turn have 
effects on them. · 

However, it is precisely this grounding, the initial moment of 
association between representations of the 'female' and representations of 
'nature', that is the recognised point of weakness in Ortner's theory. This 
is the moment by which she explains how the female:nature association 
might have come about in the first place. It is the point at which the twin 
charges of biological reductionism and fixity of meaning appear on the 
horizon, and are raised as objections in Nature, Culture and Gender. 
There, MacCormack presents a version of the standard argument against 
Ortner: 

She [Ortner] asks how we might account for universal female sub
ordination. Moving quickly to a biological reductionist argu
ment, Ortner sees that 'woman's body seems to doom her to mere 
reproduction of life: the male in contrast, lacking natural creative 
functions, must (or has the opportunity to) assert his creativity 
externally, "artificially", through the medium of technology and 
symbols. In doing so he creates relatively lasting, eternal, trans
cending objects, while the woman creates only perishables
human beings'. (Ortner p 75 quoted in NCG p 16) 

And Harris adds: 
While she, Ortner, is careful to say at the beginning of her essay 
that she is dealing with conceptual categories, she then slides into 
unargued assumptions about the universal implications of certain 
physiological and physiology-related characteristics. That is, she 
moves from empirical observation to assertions concerning their 
universal meanings. (NCG p 89) 

Nature, Culture and Gender's diagnosis of Ortner's errors is thus pri~ 
marily that she produces certain fixed and universal meanings for nature, 
illegitimately extrapolated from physiology and biology and their implic
ations in specific cultures. For the reading of Ortner I have favoured 
here, the problem would rather be the extent to which the circumstances 
governing the setting up of the female:nature association ate held to 
determine it. In the arguments about 'perishables', for instance, it is 
important to note that the effect of this association of women with the less 
valuable is excessive to the moment of judgement itself- and it is this 
excessiveness which is important to recognise, for it is the point at which 
the specific circumstancesof the female:nature association lose their 
importance. One need not of course even admit the necessity to ground 
the association at all. 

The important_ point is that whatever specific single, meaning 
may be the point of hooking 'female' onto 'nature', the generalisation of 
this relationship need not take the form of the universalisation of a 
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particular content or a particular cultural judgment. Thus this particu
lar aspect of 'biologism' is not of great importance, although it undoubt
edly goes on in Ortner's paper. 

What is far more of a problem is the identification of biology and 
nature via the representation of bodily attributes. In thus setting up an 
equivalence between nature and biology, as witnessed for instance in 
Ortner's use of the term 'species life' to designate the perception of 
natural conditions of existence, Ortner is involved in a problem far more 
serious than simply a matter of generalising a particular cultural reading. 
And this misconstrual of the discourses of nature contributes to the myth 
that the category 'nature' functions as a universal generalisation. 

In the generalisation of a particular culture's representation of the 
'biological', the problem thus is not so much that they are particular 
cultural representations as the fact that they are not the biological. It is 
not as illegitimate extrapolation from physiology or biology that Ortner 
errs so much as identifying these with nature. 

Eliminating the tendency to run together nature and biology is 
then, first a question of remembering that modern medicine and biology 
are modern Western sciences. Even here, it should be noted that there 
have been radical shifts in what counts as the central determining object: 
as Ludy Jordanova shows, the twentieth-century emphasis on repro
duction as the key element in female biology reflects a nineteenth-century 
obsession with the womb, whereas for the eighteenth-century the breast 
was the central physiological feature (this parallels the eighteenth
century concern not with child-bearing but with child-rearing, of which 
the mercenary wet-nursing scandal is a familiar index). 

Secondly, it is also necessary to remember that modern sciences 
produce groupings of objects which previously were not associated 
together- it is not just that what we call biology used to be called some
thing else, such as 'nature'. Try substituting 'biological' for 'natural' in 
'natural morality', for example. Thus there is no reason at all to assume 
that biology can constitute a minimum set of 'nature'. 

Finally, eliminating biologism is also a matter of unthinking the 
idea that nature is like biology in the sense of being a distinct domain with 
its own contained and self-enclosed principles. In eighteenth-century 
Europe, the emphasis on nature as a guiding principle by no means indi
cat.ed that it was possible to demarcate and investigate a specific theo
retical domain, Nature; on the contrary, it was an exhortation to seek the 
natural principles across a whole range of domains. This explains why 
'nature' does not function in radical opposition to 'social' in eighteenth
century reform projects, but rather to terms such as 'artifice'. Indeed, in 
such social reform programmes, attention to nature amounted to a call 
for recognising that most areas of life, most social practices, could be 
handled in a more natural way- the content assigned to 'nature' was 
variable. 

3 lines short due to heading 
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The Universality of Meaning 

The concern of this review is not to 'correct' specific claims or readings 
but to try to assess what has gone wrong in Nature, Culture and Gender's 
placing of the female:male: :nature: culture debate. This is despite the 
basic agreement with Nature, Culture and Gender in abandoning the 
search for a theory to explain the universality of women's subordination. 

If this review has only one central argument it is because the book 
has only one central strategy- to counterpose to the fixity of universalis
ing Western concepts of'nature', 'culture' and 'gender' the multiplicity of 
different meanings of nature revealed in the world of folk-models. The 
concern with universality has two components, as we have seen. In the last 
section I indicated the problem with seeing 'biology' as the source of a 
single fixed meaning. This section will seek to demonstrate the formation 
of Nature, Culture and Gender's construction of its problem. 

It is in the book's confrontation with U~vi-Strauss that the set of 
assumptions about nature: culture as a universal meaning become clear. 
For instance, Elementary Structures of Kinshzp, in associating together 
the nature:culture transition and the exchange of women, is accused of a 
possible ethnocentrism: 

Structuralists using the Levi-Straussian model of kinship thus 
define men as actors and women as acted upon ... Might our own 
Western cultural assumptions about the natural world being 
acted upon ... predispose the model-makers to view male as sub
ject and female as passive object? (MacCormack NCG p 12) 
As a diagnosis of Elementary Structures this is simply wrong. The 

privileged association of female:male and nature:culture is simply not 
the same as Ortner's. For where Ortner's theory showed women to be 
classified in nature, Levi-Strauss's analysis of kinship systems simply does 
not identify women with nature at all. To be exchanged and to be the 
terminus of exchange are not to be on either side of the nature: culture 
divide, and it is the kinship group as a whole which may be said to have 
entered culture. And, even though men and women end up differently 
placed, Elementary Structures offers no grounds whatever for reading 
this difference as 'more natural' vs 'more cultural', at least in Levi
Strauss's use of these terms, which would seem to be the only pertinent 
one. 

MacCormack dwells on the 'passivity' of women's 'being a sign' or 
an object of exchange, apparently on the grounds that passivity is· associ
ated with nature. But, with respect to the theory of the nature:culture she 
is supposedly investigating (ie the theory in Elementary Structures), this is 
just free association, something flown in from the general repertoire of 
discourses on nature. An equally prima Jade reaction could simply object 
that 'being a sign' is a pretty unnatural thing to be. She then makes 
matters worse by congratulating Levi-Strauss on what is actually one of 
his worst pieces of reasoning, the recognition that 'women could never 
become just a sign and nothing more, since even in a man's world she is 
still a person' (Levi-Strauss p 496). This may reassure one as to Levi-
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Strauss's personal life but, as Elizabeth Cowie has argued (m/fno 1), it is 
also a theoretical inconsistency precisely because it ascribes to women a 
natural existence outside the system of signs and culture. Yet this is hailed 
by MacCormack as a recognition that 'women cannot be consigned fully 
to the category of nature' (MacCormack NCG p 17). 

As a reading of Elementary Structures this is simply mistaken. 
However it is significant in that it reveals 'behind' the reading of this par
ticular text, a more general reading of his work. Since L€~vi-Strauss is 
after all the prime exponent of the thesis of the universality of nature: cul
ture, he should be the object of direct attack in this book. Yet Nature, 
Culture and Gender is more hesitant than this, criticising the unsports
manlike unverifiability of nature:culture (it is unverifiable for the reasons 
I outlined in the introduction). The suspicion is there- such a universal 
must be a universal ethnocentric meaning- but it is difficult to get a con
viction. Nonetheless, as pointed out earlier, Nature, Culture and Gender 
does in fact derive some of its central analytical instruments from Levi
Strauss. 

This dual attitude is achieved by an act of amputation, by which it 
is declared that oppositions such as raw:cooked, wild:domestic, may 
simply be separated off from nature:culture and allowed to run on their 
own. This is an amputation, per impossibile, of the conscious from the 
unconsciOus. 

In this book we are not concerned with the unknowable uncon
scious but with folk-models of nature, culture and gender which 
are expressed in particular societies. (MacCormack NCG p 4) 

This act of liberating the folk-model is conceptualised as essentially a 
release of multiple meanings from the hold of a single cultural meaning. 
In other words, Levi-Strauss's category of nature:culture is treated as if it 
were a buried meaning hidden in the unconscious, of which raw: cooked, 
wild:domestic are single different manifestations or expressions. This is 
not the way nature:culture operates as a category: it is not a buried 
meaning but a buried structure, the possibility of explaining the logic of a 
system of transformations. This should be particularly clear in relation to 
a text like Elementary Structures in which neither nature: 
culture nor any of its 'analogues' even appears in the kinship system. 
There is a second problem as well, and this is the tendency to view the use 
of nature:culture transformations in any particular system of represent
ations as if this use constituted a theory of nature:culture, a theory which 
is taken to be a society's view of itself. To put in play a set of transform
ations or categories is not to have a theory about something. 

'The true subject matter of gender' 

Consider all the things which the female:male: :nature:culture relation 
might be mistaken for. First of all, discourses which specify a woman's 
nature and a man's nature will not count because both men and women 
are given a nature and neither is identified exclusively with it. Thus, in 
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tracking down instances of the algorithm it is not good enough simply to 
discover bizarre theories of what constitutes woman's nature, for it is the 
identification with nature and only with nature that is significant. Nor 
will it count if certain 'facts of nature', for instance, that babies are born 
of women, are so taken for granted (so 'natural') that they are not men
tioned: the omission of a premise may well tell us something about the 
condition of women's lives but there is no reason to count it as an actual 
instance of the identification of woman with nature as such. In any case, 
the suppressed premise might refer to the will of God rather than the facts 
of nature, or it might simply have no formulation at all. 'Nature' is a 
positive term, not just something which is obvious. 

The significance of the female:male: :nature: culture algorithm 
has been identified here in its bringing together of the two categories 
'female' and 'nature' and the possibilities of interchange of connotation 
which this sets up. In defending this level of generality, I have resisted the 
use of this proposition to explain female subordination, that is, to stand 
as the typical mode of representation of sexual difference. In this section, 
I shall explain this reservation by pointing to another feature of the 
female:male: :nature:culture proposition, namely the structure of the 
relation that it sets up between its elements. First of all, the category 
'female', as placed, or placeable within, the chain of transformations 
organised by nature:culture can be shown to take on certain significance 
irrespective of material circumstances. Whatever terms or meanings 
function in the places 'nature' and 'culture', the association with the 
category 'woman' would mutate accordingly, yet the ratio, the quality of 
the opposition as opposition would remain. Secondly, however, one of the 
contributors draws attention to the nature of the relation taken as a 
whole. In the introduction I noted the theoretical novelty of Ortner's sug
gestion in its shift of the question of female subordination away from the 
relation between the sexes. Gillison furthers this suggestion by locating 
the interest of the proposition in the structure of the relation itself: 

This formula ties the origin and meaning of gender, not to the 
interaction between men and women, but to the theory of how 
cui tu re is different from and superior to nature. The way a people 
conceptualise their relation to animals or to the uncultivated 
environment becomes the true subject matter of gender. (Gillison 
NCG p 143) 
Gillison relates this observation not to the constancy of values 

ordering the parallel hierarchies of nature:culture and female:male but 
to the structure of the proposition as a whole. In doing so she shifts the 
question away from the subordination to the prior question of sexual 
difference, noting that the algorithm effectively replaces sexual differ
ences with nature:culture. The identification of 'female' with 'nature' is 
not so much the conjunction of 'female-ness' with 'nature', but the 
constitution of 'female' simply as an identity with nature. 

'Is female to male as nature to culture?' can thus be seen as a dis
placement of the question of sexual difference onto the difference 
between nature and culture, a displacement which thereby eliminates the 



Displacing the difference 89 

element of sexuality. This would further confirm the view that what was 
important in the proposition was not any actual content assigned to 
nature, and therefore not the empirical equation of some quality of 
nature and female (eg passivity). But, the peculiar displacement struc
ture evident in the proposition brings back the privileged connection 
between nature:culture and female:male while at the same time dis
abling it from counting as the type of universal female subordination. 
The lure of the proposition may lie more in its capacity to capture a per
verse rather than a typical local phenomenon. 
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