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P s y c h o a n a l y s i s and Feminism i s an a t 
tempt by J u l i e t M i t c h e l l t o d e f e n d 
p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t h e o r y from o b j e c t i o n s 
t h a t have a r i s e n o u t o f t h e f e m i n i s t 
movement. Freud's t h e o r y o f p s y c h o 
a n a l y s i s has been c r i t i c i z e d f o r i t s 
c o n c e n t r a t i o n on a m a s c u l i n e model o f 
development and f o r i t s c o n c o m i t a n t 
r e l e g a t i o n o f women t o an i n f e r i o r s o 
c i a l p o s i t i o n . M i t c h e l l f e e l s t h a t 
v u l g a r p o p u l a r i z a t i o n , m i s c o n s t r u a l o f 
the language and i s o l a t i o n o f p a r t o f 
Freud's e s s a y s from t h e b r o a d e r t h e o r 
e t i c a l c o n t e x t have r e s u l t e d i n m i s 
a p p r e h e n s i o n o f a t h e o r y t h a t may u l 
t i m a t e l y c o n t r i b u t e t o an u n d e r s t a n d 
i n g o f t h e development and s o c i a l i z a 
t i o n o f females w i t h i n o ur c u l t u r e . 

M i t c h e l l ' s g o a l i s t o d i s c u s s F r e u d , 
R e i c h , L a i n g and women i n o r d e r t o 
prov e h e r argument. U n f o r t u n a t e l y , she 
runs o u t o f steam as she moves towards 
t h e end o f t h e l i n e . F r e u d i a n t h e o r y 
i s e x h a u s t i v e l y p r e s e n t e d i n t h e f i r s t 
m ajor p a r t o f t h e book. Then t h e co n 
t r i b u t i o n s o f W i l h e l m R e i c h and Ro n a l d 
L a i n g a r e a n a l y z e d . These men were 
b o t h r a d i c a l t h e r a p i s t s t r a i n e d i n t h e 
p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t r a d i t i o n , and t h e i r 
v i e w s a r e n o t o n l y i n vogue among 
r a d i c a l s o c i a l t h i n k e r s , b u t a l s o im
p o r t a n t e x t e n s i o n s o f F r e u d i a n concepts. 
I n t h e t h i r d major p a r t o f t h e book, 
M i t c h e l l b r i e f l y p oses c o u n t e r 
arguments t o F i r e s t o n e , d e B e a u v o i r , 
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G r e e r and o t h e r f e m i n i s t c r i t i c s o f 
F r e u d , whose work, M i t c h e l l c l a i m s , 
s u f f e r s from f a u l t s r a n g i n g from h i s 
t o r i c a l i n a c c u r a c i e s t o c o n c e p t u a l 
i n a d e q u a c i e s . F i n a l l y , t h e r e a d e r i s 
l e d t o M i t c h e l l ' s own p e r s p e c t i v e on 
t h e s o c i a l r a m i f i c a t i o n s o f f e m i n i n 
i t y . T h i s l a s t s e c t i o n i s more a 
d i m i n u t i o n t h a n a denouement. I t i s 
u n f o r t u n a t e l y s h o r t , u n d e v e l o p e d and 
i r r e l e v a n t t o an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 
contemporary l i f e . 

M i t c h e l l ' s argument c o n c e r n i n g t h e 
r e l e v a n c e o f p s y c h o a n a l y s i s f o r an 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f f e m a l e s o c i a l i z a t i o n 
i s t h e most c o n s i s t e n t theme i n h e r 
book and w i l l be t h e main c o n c e r n o f 
t h i s r e v i e w . 

F r e u d r e c o g n i z e d t h e p o w e r f u l i n 
f l u e n c e o f s e x u a l i t y i n p e r s o n a l i t y 
development. He o b s e r v e d t h a t c h i l 
d r e n sought s e x u a l g r a t i f i c a t i o n i n 
l e s s r e s t r i c t e d ways t h a n d i d a d u l t s . 
The i n f a n t was a polymorphous p e r 
v e r t , and t h e v a r i o u s o r i f i c e s o f t h e 
body became s t i m u l a n t s and r e c e p t a 
c l e s f o r s e l f - g r a t i f i c a t i o n . I n t h e 
p o e t i c words o f M i t c h e l l , new s o l i d s 
were s o u g h t f o r new h o l l o w s . B o t h 
f e m a l e s and males were b i s e x u a l i n 
t h e i r o r i e n t a t i o n s . A l l v a r i a t i o n s 
and p e r m u t a t i o n s o f s e x u a l p h a n t a s i e s 
w i t h t h e mother were a v a i l a b l e t o b o t h 
s e x e s a l i k e . F r e u d r e g a r d e d f a l l i n g 
i n l o v e w i t h t h e mother and s u b s e 
q u e n t j e a l o u s y o f t h e f a t h e r a s a u n i 
v e r s a l e v e n t o f c h i l d h o o d . The Greek 
l e g e n d o f Oedipus Rex 

. . . s e i z e s on a c o m p u l s i o n 
w h i c h everyone r e c o g n i z e s because 
he f e e l s i t s e x i s t e n c e w i t h i n 
h i m s e l f . E a c h member o f t h e 
a u d i e n c e was once, i n germ and 
p h a n t a s y , j u s t s u c h an O e d i p u s , 
and each one r e c o i l s i n h o r r o r 
from t h e dream f u l f i l l m e n t h e r e 
t r a n s p l a n t e d i n t o r e a l i t y , w i t h 
t h e whole q u o t a o f r e p r e s s i o n 
w h i c h s e p a r a t e s h i s i n f a n t i l e 
s t a t e from h i s p r e s e n t one. 

( F r e u d , 1966, p. 265) 
The term "Oedipus complex" was used t o 
d e s c r i b e t h e f a t e f u l a t t r a c t i o n t o 
wards t h e mother and t h e r e s u l t i n g 
n e c e s s a r y , r e p r e s s i o n o f t h i s s e x u a l 
d e s i r e and i t s m e n t a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s 
i n t o t h e u n c o n s c i o u s . A c c o r d i n g t o 
F r e u d , s e x u a l a t t r a c t i o n t o t h e 
mother was r e s o l v e d d i f f e r e n t l y i n 
t h e two s e x e s . However, f o r b o t h 
sexes t h e Oedipus complex was an im
p o r t a n t phase i n a young i n d i v i d u a l ' s 
l i f e , f o r i t marked t h e t r a n s i t i o n 
from t h e e g o c e n t r i c , a u t o e r o t i c w o r l d 
o f t h e c h i l d t o t h e s o c i a l l y conform
i n g w o r l d o f t h e a d u l t . E x i t f r e e 
s e x u a l e x p r e s s i o n , e n t e r a d u l t h o o d . 
As i d i o s y n c r a t i c s e x u a l i t y was l o s t , 
c o n v e n t i o n a l a t t i t u d e s and b e h a v i o u r 
were a c q u i r e d . 

F r e u d r e g a r d e d t h e a s s u m p t i o n o f un
c o n s c i o u s m e n t a l p r o c e s s e s , repres*-
s i o n and s e x u a l i t y as t h e f o u n d a t i o n s 
upon w h i c h a t h e o r y — p e r h a p s an e d i 
f i c e c o m p l e x — o f p e r s o n a l i t y d e v e l o p 
ment must be b u i l t . The s u b s t a n c e o f 



t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f t h i s t h e o r y was r e 
v e a l e d w i t h i n c a s e r - h i s t o r i e s . F r e u d ' s 
e a r l y c l i n i c a l work w i t h h y s t e r i c a l 
f emale p a t i e n t s s e m i n a l l y c o n t r i b u t e d 
t o h i s a p p r e c i a t i o n o f the c o n c e p t s 
o f s e x u a l i t y and t h e u n c o n s c i o u s . 
These p a t i e n t s were t a l e n t e d , b r i g h t , 
a m b i t i o u s women who were d i s c o u r a g e d 
from a c t i v i t y and d e p r i v e d o f rewards 
o r r e c o g n i t i o n commensurate w i t h t h e i r 
e n e r g y , i n t e r e s t s , i n t e l l i g e n c e and 
s k i l l s . As a d u l t s , t h e y e v i d e n c e d 
p e c u l i a r symptoms such as p a r a l y s i s o r 
a n e s t h e s i a o f hands; impairment o f 
s i g h t , s p e e c h , o r s m e l l ; b o d i l y p a i n ; 
i n a b i l i t y t o speak. These a f f l i c t i o n s 
were w i t h o u t d i s c e r n i b l e p h y s i c a l 
c a u s e s . Not o n l y d i d t h e s e women seem 
f r e e from p h y s i c a l d e f e c t s b u t a l s o 
t h e symptoms appeared n o n s e n s i c a l from 
a p h y s i o l o g i c a l p o i n t o f v i e w . (The 
s o - c a l l e d g l o v e a n e s t h e s i a , f o r ex
ample , c o u l d n o t be e x p l a i n e d on t h e 
b a s i s o f i n j u r y t o t h e ne r v o u s 
system, because i n j u r y t o t h e n e r v e 
t r a c t s would produce more w i d e s p r e a d 
d e f e c t s t h a n i n t h e hands a l o n e . ) 
W i t h t h e a i d o f h y p n o s i s and f r e e r e 
c a l l , t h e u n c o n s c i o u s m e n t a l a s s o c i a 
t i o n s o f t h e s e women were e x p l o r e d . 
E v e n t u a l l y i t was d i s c o v e r e d t h a t 
t h e s e women knew and u n d e r s t o o d and 
remembered l e s s about t h e m s e l v e s t h a n 
was t r u e o f p e o p l e f r e e o f t h e s e 
symptoms. The p h y s i c a l p a i n s r e p r e 
s e n t e d r e p r e s s e d p s y c h i c p a i n s con
c e r n i n g s u c h themes as i n c e s t and 
s e d u c t i o n . I n one p a t i e n t , f o r e x 
ample , e r o t i c t h o u g h t s t o w a r d a 

b r o t h e r - i n - l a w formed an u n b e a r a b l e 
i d e a w h i c h was e x c l u d e d from c o n s c i o u s 
n e s s . Through a s e r i e s o f e v e n t s , t h e 
u n c o n s c i o u s e r o t i c t h o u g h t s became 
a s s o c i a t e d w i t h u n b e a r a b l e p a i n i n t h e 
l e g s . F r e u d deduced t h a t h y s t e r i a was 
a n o t h e r language t o e x p r e s s r e p r e s s e d 
s e x u a l i d e a s w h i c h were n o t c o n s c i o u s 
l y acknowledged and d e a l t w i t h . 

A l t h o u g h h y s t e r i c a l symptoms i l l u s 
t r a t e d t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f c o n c e p t s such 
as s e x u a l i t y and t h e u n c o n s c i o u s , 
F r e u d d i d n o t d e v e l o p h i s t h e o r y t o 
r e f l e c t t h e e x p e r i e n c e s o f t h e s e 
women. F o r i n s t a n c e , some o f h i s f e 
male p a t i e n t s c l a i m e d t o have been 
seduced by t h e i r f a t h e r s a t a v e r y 
e a r l y age. F r e u d r e p l a c e d t h e seduc
t i o n t h e o r y w i t h a f a n t a s y t h e o r y . He 
f e l t t h a t u n c o n s c i o u s m e n t a l p r o c e s s e s 
f o l l o w t h e i r own l o g i c and a r e n o t 
bound by e x t e r n a l r e a l i t y . I n t h e 
p r o c e s s , he v i n d i c a t e d f a t h e r s b u t 
i m p l i c a t e d d a u g h t e r s by s u g g e s t i n g 
t h a t t h e d a u g h t e r s d e s i r e d an i n c e s t u a l 
r e l a t i o n s h i p , n o t t h e f a t h e r s . One 
w r i t e r (Rush, 1977) has s u g g e s t e d t h a t 
t h e f a n t a s y t h e o r y was a r e f l e c t i o n o f 
Fre u d ' s own c o n f l i c t s and needs. What
e v e r m o t i v e l e d t o t h e f a n t a s y t h e o r y , 
M i t c h e l l does n o t at t e m p t t o g i v e new 
l i f e t o p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t h o u g h t by a 
r e - e x a m i n a t i o n o f t h e h i s t o r i e s o f 
t h e s e women. R a t h e r , she s i m p l y r e i t 
e r a t e s t h e c o n c l u s i o n s t h a t F r e u d him
s e l f r e a c h e d c o n c e r n i n g t h e uncon
s c i o u s s e x u a l d e s i r e s o f t h e s e women. 



A l t h o u g h she f a i l s t o r e a l i g n i t , 
M i t c h e l l ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s r e n d e r 
p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t h e o r y more p l a u s i b l e . 
A t l e a s t she g i v e s a more f i g u r a t i v e 
and l e s s l i t e r a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t o t h e 
c o n t r o v e r s i a l p e n i s - e n v y t h e o r y . I n 
h i s 1924 p a p e r t i t l e d "The D i s s o l u t i o n 
o f t h e Oedipus Complex," F r e u d w r o t e 
t h a t when a l i t t l e g i r l d i s c o v e r s 
t h a t h e r c l i t o r i s i s n o t comparable t o 
t h e p r i z e w i t h w h i c h a boy i s endowed, 
t h e g i r l s u f f e r s from p e n i s - e n v y . The 
l i t t l e g i r l r e j e c t s t h e i m p u t a t i o n o f 
i n f e r i o r s t a t u s and t r i e s t o compen
s a t e s y m b o l i c a l l y by d e s i r i n g a baby 
from t h e f a t h e r . I n K a t e M i l l e t t ' s 
w ords, t h e baby r e p r e s e n t s a f e m i n i n e -
c o a t e d p e n i s . As a means t o f u l f i l l 
ment o f t h i s d e s i r e , t h e female a c 
q u i r e s c o n v e n t i o n a l s e x - r o l e b e h a v i o u r 
s u c h as p a s s i v i t y and t h e a r t s o f l o v e 
and c o n c i l i a t i o n . I n t h e p r o c e s s , t h e 
p l e a s u r e s o f c l i t o r i s a r e abandoned 
i n f a v o u r o f t h o s e o f t h e v a g i n a . 

T h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f female s o c i a l i z a 
t i o n , M i t c h e l l c l a i m s , may be seen as 
a metaphor. F r e u d d e s c r i b e d a s u b j e c 
t i v e p r o c e s s w i t h i n t h e mind, no t an 
o b j e c t i v e e v e n t o r f a c t . " P e n i s -
envy" r e f e r r e d n o t t o t h e d e s i r e f o r 
an a n a t o m i c a l o r g a n , b u t t o t h e a t t i 
t u d e towards males h e l d by p e o p l e w i t h 
i n t h e g e n e r a l c u l t u r e . I n a p a t r i 
a r c h a l s o c i e t y , t h e p e n i s i s v a l o r i z e d 
and t h e b e a r e r has power, a u t h o r i t y 
and p r i v i l e g e w i t h i n t h e s o c i a l group. 
N a t u r a l l y , t h e l i t t l e g i r l does n o t 
want t o be r e l e g a t e d t o second c l a s s 

s t a t u s . 

M i t c h e l l a l s o makes t h e d i s t i n c t i o n 
between a p h y s i c a l r e f e r e n t and a 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l symbol, w h i c h she ap
p l i e s t o t h e supposed i s s u e o f 
c l i t o r a l v s . v a g i n a l orgasm. M i t c h e l l 
a s s e r t s t h a t , when F r e u d w r o t e t h a t 
t h e l i t t l e g i r l must t r a n s f e r t h e 
s e n s i t i v i t y o f h e r c l i t o r i s t o t h e 
v a g i n a , he d e s c r i b e d a p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
p r o c e s s and a change i n v a l u e o r i e n t a 
t i o n ; and t h a t he was n o t p r e s c r i b i n g 
t h e normal mode o f s e x u a l e x p r e s s i o n 
f o r women. (As a r e s u l t o f t h e i r r e 
s e a r c h , M a s t e r s and Johnson (1966) 
r e p o r t e d t h a t a c l i t o r a l orgasm i s 
p h y s i o l o g i c a l l y i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e 
from a v a g i n a l orgasm. Thus i t seems 
r e a s o n a b l e t h a t t h e c l i t o r a l - t o -
v a g i n a l s h i f t d e s c r i b e s an a t t i t u d e 
and n o t a s o m a t i c need.) 

P s y c h o a n a l y s i s i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h men
t a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s i n t h e uncon
s c i o u s , and t h e language o f and about 
t h e u n c o n s c i o u s i s s y m b o l i c . The 
p r o b l e m w i t h p s y c h o l o g i c a l symbols i s 
t h a t t h e y can s t i l l be v e r y p o w e r f u l 
d e t e r m i n a n t s o f a t t i t u d e s . M i t c h e l l ' s 
e x p l a n a t i o n o f s y m b o l i z a t i o n does n o t 
c o m p l e t e l y a l l a y t h e c harge o f p r e j u c 
d i c e . Symbols may be a major means 
o f r e p r e s s i n g women, as i n t h e use o f 
" chairman" r a t h e r t h a n " c h a i r p e r s o n . " 
A l t h o u g h " p e n i s - e n v y " may r e p r e s e n t 
d e s i r e f o r p a t r i a r c h a l p r e r o g a t i v e 
t h e term connotes an i n f e r i o r p e r 
son's u n r e a s o n a b l e d e s i r e . T h i s c o n -



n o t a t i o n does n o t a c c u r a t e l y r e p r e s e n t 
t h e f e m i n i n e p r e d i c a m e n t . 

M i t c h e l l l e a v e s u n r e s o l v e d o t h e r l a r g e 
i s s u e s w i t h i n the F r e u d i a n framework, 
f o r example, Freud's c o n c l u s i o n t h a t , 
i n c o m p a r i s o n w i t h men, women had a 
weaker superego. He s u r m i s e d t h a t t h e 
young g i r l d i d not have an i n c e n t i v e 
f o r i d e n t i f y i n g w i t h t h e f a t h e r o r 
f o r a c q u i r i n g h i s m o r a l c o n t r o l and 
e g o - i d e a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . The l u d i 
c r o u s i m p l i c a t i o n was t h a t women were 
t h e r e f o r e l e s s m o r a l i s t i c . I n t h e 
l i g h t o f p e r v a s i v e s t a t i s t i c s c o n c e r n 
i n g t h e h i g h e r i n c i d e n c e o f u n s o c i a l i z -
ed b e h a v i o u r among m a l e s , one i s l e f t 
w o n d e r i n g about t h e r e l e v a n c e o f t h e 
t h e o r y . How does one e x p l a i n , f o r 
example, t h e f a c t t h a t boys outnumber 
g i r l d e l i n q u e n t s by f i v e t o one; t h a t 
t h e y a r e 300 t i m e s more l i k e l y t o j o i n 
gangs and have always p r e s e n t e d g r e a 
t e r problems t o t h e e d u c a t i o n a l system; 
t h a t males a r e i m p l i c a t e d i n 90 p e r 
c e n t o f t h e a r r e s t s f o r murder, neg
l i g e n t m a n s l a u g h t e r , v a n d a l i s m , weapon 
p o s s e s s i o n , d r u n k e n n e s s , a s s a u l t and 
s e x u a l o f f e n s e s . ( M c N e i l , 1973) I n a 
l a t e r o b s c u r e i n f e r e n c e i n t h e book, 
M i t c h e l l e x p l a i n s t h e women's Oedipus 
complex as r e s u l t i n g i n s t r o n g e r de
pendence on a u t h o r i t y f i g u r e s . T h i s 
would seem t o be a more a c c u r a t e ex
p l a n a t i o n o f even t h e above s t a t i s 
t i c s . One o n l y w i s h e s t h a t M i t c h e l l 
w ould d i s c r i m i n a t e more t r e n c h a n t l y 
t h e r e a s o n a b l e from t h e u n r e a s o n a b l e 
i n F r e u d i a n t h e o r y . 

F r e u d h i m s e l f was v e r y u n c e r t a i n and 
t e n t a t i v e about f e m i n i n i t y . Most o f 
t h e Oedipus complex t h e o r y c o n c e r n e d 
t h e young male's development. Female 
development was an o f f s h o o t o f t h i s 
t h e o r y c o n c e r n i n g m a l e s , a l t h o u g h n o t 
a p a r a l l e l one. A l a s , t h e r e a d e r must 
l o o k e l s e w h e r e t h a n i n M i t c h e l l ' s book 
f o r an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f f e m i n i n i t y 
t h a t r e s u l t s from a r e f a s h i o n i n g o f 
o l d t h r e a d s s u c h as s e x u a l i t y and t h e 
u n c o n s c i o u s . M i t c h e l l s l i p p e d i n t o 
t h e t r a p o f many t r u e b e l i e v e r s who so 
b u s i l y l e c t u r e on t h e m a s t e r ' s t h e o r y 
t h a t t h e y l o s e c r i t i c a l judgment. We 
have a l r e a d y d i s c u s s e d M i t c h e l l ' s 
f a i l u r e t o re-examine F r e u d ' s c a s e -
h i s t o r i e s c o n c e r n i n g h y s t e r i c a l women 
i n o r d e r t o d e v e l o p a more p l a u s i b l e 
t h e o r y o f f e m i n i n e development. T h i s 
f a i l u r e t o revamp an i n a d e q u a t e form 
i s a l s o a p p a r e n t i n t h e c h a p t e r t i t l e d 
"The Oedipus Complex." A l m o s t a l l o f 
t h e r e f e r e n c e s p e r t a i n t o men, and y e t 
t h e t i t l e o f t h e book wou l d s u g g e s t 
t h a t we m i g h t seek some i n f o r m a t i o n 
about women. As i t i s , M i t c h e l l ' s 
m a t e r i a l on p s y c h o a n a l y s i s can be 
found i n any c o n v e n t i o n a l t e x t b o o k on 
t h a t t o p i c . 

F r e u d became famous f o r h i s emphasis 
on s e x u a l i t y and i t s i m p o r t a n c e i n 
p e r s o n a l i t y development. However, a 
c o l l e a g u e o f h i s named W i l h e l m R e i c h 
was even more r a d i c a l i n e x a m i n i n g t h e 
s o c i a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f s e x u a l i t y . A 
m e d i c a l d o c t o r , who l a t e r t r a i n e d as a 
p s y c h o a n a l y s t , R e i c h was c o n v i n c e d 



t h a t s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l s u p p r e s s i o n 
o f s e x u a l i t y r e s u l t e d i n n e u r o s i s . 

R e i c h i n s i s t e d t h a t s e x u a l i n h i b i t i o n s 
were c o n s t a n t c a u s a l f a c t o r s i n t h e 
e t i o l o g y o f n e u r o s e s , t h a t c e r t a i n 
p o l i t i c a l g roups f u r t h e r e d t h e s e in«-
h i b i t i o n s f o r t h e i r own ai m s , and t h a t 
a f r e e and n a t u r a l sex l i f e was most 
b e n e f i c i a l t o t h e i n d i v i d u a l . He 
e s t a b l i s h e d v a r i o u s c l i n i c s and 
groups t h a t a d v o c a t e d a b o l i t i o n o f 
laws a g a i n s t a b o r t i o n , b i r t h c o n t r o l 
and h o m o s e x u a l i t y , r e f o r m o f m a r r i a g e , 
f r e e c o n t r a c e p t i v e s , sex e d u c a t i o n and 
c o u n s e l l i n g . I n h i s book e n t i t l e d 
The Mass P s y c h o l o g y o f F a s c i s m , R e i c h 
i l l u s t r a t e d t h e e x p l o i t a t i o n o f t h e 
f a m i l y by N a z i i d e a l o g u e s . The f a t h e r , 
l i k e t h e F u h r e r , made h i s c h i l d r e n 
s u b s e r v i e n t and i n h i s image. Women 
were r e l e g a t e d t o k i n d e r , k i i c h e and 
k i r c h e and were e x c l u d e d from i n d e p e n 
d e n t economic a c t i v i t y . F a m i l y l i f e 
was e x t o l l e d and m a r r i a g e became com
p u l s o r y . T h i s r e s u l t e d i n s e x u a l regu
l a t i o n and s u p p r e s s i o n ; c o m p e n s a t i o n 
was found t h r o u g h n o t i o n s s u c h as 
honour and d u t y . The f a m i l y became 
e m o t i o n a l l y i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e s t a t e 
and n a t i o n . 

Whereas R e i c h d e m o n s t r a t e d t h e r e p r e s 
s i v e i n f l u e n c e o f s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l 
i n s t i t u t i o n s on t h e f a m i l y , a n o t h e r 
p s y c h o a n a l y s t , R o n a l d L a i n g , demon
s t r a t e d t h e p o t e n t i a l f o r p a t h o l o g y 
t h a t may e x i s t between f a m i l y members 
t h e m s e l v e s . H i s d e t a i l e d a c c o u n t s 

c o n c e r n e d s c h i z o p h r e n i c women who 
f a i l e d t o e s t a b l i s h t h e i r own p e r s o n a l 
and s e x u a l i d e n t i t y . M o t h e r - d a u g h t e r 
c o n f l i c t o v e r t h e younger woman's s e x 
u a l e m a n c i p a t i o n and an i n e f f e c t i v e o r 
ab s e n t f a t h e r was a r e c u r r e n t theme i n 
L a i n g i a n h i s t o r i e s . The s i g n i f i c a n c e 
o f t h i s s i t u a t i o n may be u n d e r s t o o d 
w i t h i n t h e c o n t e x t o f p s y c h o a n a l y t i c 
t h e o r y . The mother and d a u g h t e r r e 
l a t i o n s h i p i s n o t a t t e n u a t e d by t h e 
d a u g h t e r ' s e n t r y i n t o t h e Oedipus com
p l e x , because t h e f a t h e r i s n o t a v a i l 
a b l e as a s o u r c e o f s e x u a l a t t r a c t i o n 
and as a t h i r d p a r t y t o an o t h e r w i s e 
d y a d i c b i n d . I n t h e normal c o u r s e o f 
development t h e d a u g h t e r 1 s O e d i p a l 
f a t h e r - l o v e s h o u l d t r a n s f e r t o 
h u s b a n d - l o v e , b u t t h i s i s i m p o s s i b l e 
when t h e mother i s so p o w e r f u l and 
c o n t r o l l i n g . 

The s t r e n g t h s and weaknesses o f 
M i t c h e l l ' s w r i t i n g s t y l e a r e r e p e a t e d 
w i t h i n t h e c h a p t e r s c o n c e r n i n g R e i c h 
and L a i n g . A l t h o u g h b o t h a r e impor
t a n t i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e problems o f 
women i n s e x u a l i t y and t h e f a m i l y , 
M i t c h e l l ' s a p p r o a c h e x h i b i t s perambu
l a t i o n o f t h e mind and t h e end g o a l 
o f t h e c i r c u i t o u s a p p roach i s o f t e n 
n o t a p p a r e n t . F o r example, t h e evo
l u t i o n o f L a i n g ' s t h e o r y c o n c e r n i n g 
t h e agent p r o v o c a t e u r o f p s y c h o s i s i s 
f a i r l y e x t e n s i v e l y d i s c u s s e d . L a i n g 
has shown t h a t p s y c h o s i s o f t e n seemed 
t o o c c u r w i t h i n t h e c o n t e x t o f d i s 
j u n c t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p s . I f t h e p e r 
son was d i s t u r b e d , t h e f a m i l y may be 



d i s t u r b i n g . The nexus o f s o c i a l r e l a 
t i o n s h i p s m i g h t r e n d e r a p e r s o n p a t h o 
l o g i c a l , M i t c h e l l d e v e l o p s and t h e n 
d r o p s L a i n g ' s arguments c o n c e r n i n g t h e 
s i t u a t i o n a l c o n s t r a i n t s on b e h a v i o u r . 
Y e t , t h i s s h o u l d be an i m p o r t a n t c o n 
t r i b u t i o n t o any d i s c u s s i o n on r e f o r m 
o f c u r r e n t s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s , such as 
laws o r f a m i l y s t r u c t u r e s t h a t d i s 
c r i m i n a t e a g a i n s t women. 

A f t e r w a n d e r i n g t h r o u g h 350 pages o f 
t h e o r e t i c a l and p h i l o s o p h i c a l d i s c u s 
s i o n and d i a l e c t i c a l a n a l y s i s , one 
mi g h t e x p e c t t h a t a t l a s t M i t c h e l l 
w ould a t t e m p t t o p r o v i d e some new 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f contemporary female 
e x p e r i e n c e . A l a s , t h i s e x p e c t a t i o n i s 
no t met. I n s t e a d , M i t c h e l l a t t e m p t s 
t o i l l u s t r a t e t h e u n i v e r s a l i t y o f t h e 
p s y c h o a n a l y t i c i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f fem
i n i n e development, n o t i n terms o f 
p o l i t i c a l , p s y c h o l o g i c a l o r s o c i a l 
e v e n t s o f t h e p r e s e n t , b u t i n terms o f 
a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l s p e c u l a t i o n s about the 
o r i g i n s and n e c e s s i t y o f t h e f a m i l y . 
I n h e r d i s c u s s i o n , M i t c h e l l emphasizes 
k i n s h i p o r g a n i z a t i o n , w h i c h c o n c e r n s 
t h e r u l e s and laws by w h i c h p e r s o n A 
becomes s e x u a l l y r e l a t e d t o p e r s o n B 
w i t h i n t h e s o c i a l g r oup. The i n c e s t 
taboo r e p r e s e n t s one example o f such a 
law. T h i s l aw e n s u r e s c o o p e r a t i o n 
between f a m i l y u n i t s ; i f s i s t e r mar
r i e d b r o t h e r o r f a t h e r , t h e n t h e r e 
would be no s h a r i n g between f a m i l i e s 
and t h e r e f o r e no s o c i a l o r g a n i z a t i o n 
o u t s i d e t h e n u c l e a r u n i t o f mother, 
f a t h e r , c h i l d r e n . 

Females i n c a p i t a l i s t s o c i e t y a r e u s u 
a l l y r e l e g a t e d t o s e c o n d a r y and i n 
f e r i o r s t a t u s . I n s t e a d o f a n a l y z i n g 
t h i s dilemma i n terms o f t h e c o n c e p t s 
t h a t c o n c e r n t h e b u l k o f h e r book, 
M i t c h e l l r e s o r t s t o a h o a r y e x p l a n a 
t i o n p r e s e n t e d by F r e u d c o n c e r n i n g 
t h e p r i m a l h o r d e . I n an i m a g i n e d p r e -
s o c i a l e poch, t h e f a t h e r had a l l t h e 
power and a l l t h e r i g h t s o v e r c l a n 
women. I n o r d e r t o o b t a i n t h e i r s h a r e 
o f t h e g o o d i e s , t h e sons murdered t h e 
f a t h e r . However, t h e b r o t h e r s d i s 
c o v e r e d t h a t no one p e r s o n c o u l d i n 
h e r i t t h e f a t h e r ' s r i g h t t o a l l t h e 
women and t h e y a l s o f e l t q u i t e g u i l t y 
a bout t h e i r n e f a r i o u s deed. The r e 
s u l t was t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f t h e i n 
c e s t t a b o o . Thus t h e f a t h e r became 
f a r more p o w e r f u l i n d e a t h t h a n i n 
l i f e , and p a t r i a r c h y was begun. F u r 
thermore , t h e women were f o r c e d t o 
marry o u t s i d e t h e n u c l e a r f a m i l y u n i t . 
T h i s s i t u a t i o n i s r e p r e s e n t e d by t h e 
Oedipus complex and i t i s t h e b e g i n 
n i n g o f s o c i a l l aw and t r a d i t i o n . 

T h i s myth a g a i n assumes t h e i n f e r i o r 
i t y o f women. The sons a r e a c t i v e i n 
th e p r i m a l murder, t h e d a u g h t e r s a r e 
n o t . The o n l y e x p l a n a t i o n g i v e n i s 
t h a t women l a c k a p h a l l u s . B u t t h e 
fe m a l e ' s p r e - O e d i p a l d e s i r e s a r e b i 
s e x u a l . She, l i k e t h e b r o t h e r , 
wants t o speak and l i v e w i t h i n s o 
c i e t y , wants t o t a k e t h e f a t h e r ' s 
p l a c e . B o t h sexes a l s o d e s i r e t h e 
mother and d e s i r e t o be t h e p h a l l u s -
baby f o r t h e mother. However, s i n c e 



t h e d a u g h t e r c a n n o t a c c o m p l i s h t h i s 
by d i r e c t means, f e m i n i n i t y i s sup
p o s e d l y r e p u d i a t e d by b o t h s e x e s . 
T h e r e a f t e r , f e m a l e s e i t h e r r e p r e s s 
t h e i r s e x u a l i n t e r e s t s , as i n t h e 
h y s t e r i c a l p a t i e n t s , o r e x p r e s s t h e i r 
s e x u a l i n t e r e s t s p a s s i v e l y t h r o u g h 
l o v e and c o n c i l i a t i o n . M i t c h e l l 
c l a i m s t h a t t h e s e a r e t h e women's o n l y 
a l t e r n a t i v e s . As t h e y c a n n o t t a k e 
t h e i r f a t h e r ' s p l a c e , t h e d a u g h t e r s 
c a n n o t r e g u l a t e and o r g a n i z e t h e 
s o c i a l o r d e r . 

B u t s o c i a l o r d e r i s e x p r e s s e d t h r o u g h 
i d e a s and l a w s . And women can un d e r 
s t a n d t h e s e as w e l l as men. The s o 
c i a l o r d e r i s a c o g n i t i v e i n s t i t u t i o n , 
n o t a b i o l o g i c a l one. M i t c h e l l r e s o r t s 
t o a b i o l o g i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n f o r 
s o c i a l l y - d e r i v e d custom. The s i t u a 
t i o n , even i n t h e myth, m i g h t o t h e r 
w i s e have been examined t o y i e l d some 
i n t e r e s t i n g p e r s p e c t i v e s on women. F o r 
example, t h e p e r s p e c t i v e may be t h a t 
women were t o o a d a p t a b l e t o t h e s t a t u s 
quo o r t h a t t h e y i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e 
immediate power s t r u c t u r e . Whatever 
t h e u l t i m a t e e x p l a n a t i o n , M i t c h e l l 
g i v e s us o n l y one based on b i o l o g i c a l 
d i f f e r e n c e s . 

There i s a f u r t h e r i r o n y i n t h i s a c 
c o u n t . I n d i s c u s s i n g t h e O e d i p a l com
p l e x , M i t c h e l l r e p e a t e d l y makes t h e 
p o i n t t h a t myth must be i n t e r p r e t e d 
s y m b o l i c a l l y , n o t l i t e r a l l y . Y e t , she 
p r e s e n t s a n o t h e r myth, t h a t o f t h e 
murder o f t h e p r i m a l f a t h e r , and us e s 

i t as a l i t e r a l e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t h e 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f f e m i n i n i t y . 

The f i n a l c h a p t e r s on p s y c h o a n a l y s i s 
and f e m i n i s m are, s p e c u l a t i v e and u l 
t i m a t e l y f r u s t r a t i n g . M i t c h e l l f a i l s 
t o examine i m p l i c a t i o n s o r a p p l i c a 
t i o n s o f h e r i d e a s . F o r example, she 
d e v e l o p s t h e argument t h a t t h e i n c e s t 
taboo may be i r r e l e v a n t w i t h i n econom
i c a l l y advanced s o c i e t i e s . The l a r g e 
numbers o f w o r k e r s and t h e h i g h f r e 
quency o f t h e i r i n t e r a c t i o n r e n d e r i t 
i m p r o b a b l e t h a t w o r k e r s would marry 
t h e i r own k i n o r t h a t s u c h a m a r r i a g e 
would have s o c i a l l y d i s r u p t i v e c o n s e 
quences. M i t c h e l l h i n t s t h a t m a r r i a g e 
may n o t be advantageous f o r w o r k i n g 
women anyway. As shown by B r i t i s h 
w artime e x p e r i e n c e s , t h e f a m i l y as 
p r e s e n t e d i n dominant i d e o l o g i e s v i r 
t u a l l y c e a s e d t o e x i s t . Y e t , s o c i e t y 
f u n c t i o n e d e f f i c i e n t l y and e f f e c t i v e l y 
w i t h l a r g e numbers o f women i n t h e 
l a b o u r f o r c e . There a r e o t h e r s t a t i s 
t i c s t o i n d i c a t e t h a t t h e t r a d i t i o n a l 
form o f t h e f a m i l y i s c h a n g i n g . The 
f a m i l y ' s r o l e as p u r v e y o r o f s o c i a l 
c o n v e n t i o n s has been r e n d e r e d o b s o l e t e 
by t h e media, s o c i a l m o b i l i t y and d i f 
f e r e n t l i f e s t y l e s . I n C a l i f o r n i a t o 
day, more p e o p l e under 30 a r e l i v i n g 
t o g e t h e r u n m a r r i e d t h a n m a r r i e d . I n 
th e U n i t e d S t a t e s , about one o u t o f 
e v e r y f o u r m a r r i a g e s ends i n d i v o r c e . 
( M c N e i l , 1973) However, M i t c h e l l f a i l s 
t o g i v e any i n f o r m a t i o n about meaning
f u l change. The Oedipus complex and 
th e i n c e s t taboo a r e s u p p o s e d l y u n i -



v e r s a l e v e n t s . I n what new form w i l l 
t h e y be e x p r e s s e d ? More a n a l y s i s i s 
needed, b u t t h e r e a d e r w i l l have t o 
s e a r c h e l s e w h e r e t h a n i n t h i s book. 

P s y c h o a n a l y s i s i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e 
o p e r a t i o n o f t h o u g h t s , customs and 
c u l t u r e . M i t c h e l l has shown t h a t 
p s y c h o a n a l y s i s i s a d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e 
me n t a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f women. Envy 
f o r p e n i s , f a n t a s y o f i n c e s t and 
v a g i n a l s e x u a l i t y a r e i n t e r p r e t e d as 
s t a t e m e n t s o f p s y c h o l o g i c a l o r i e n t a 
t i o n , n o t l i t e r a l s t a t e m e n t s o f f a c t . 
They a r e a c h i l d ' s way o f e x p r e s s i n g 
d e s i r e f o r a d u l t male p r e r o g a t i v e s 
w i t h i n t h e c u l t u r e . A l t h o u g h M i t c h e l l 
i s a b l e t o c l e a r up some m i s c o n c e p 

t i o n s c o n c e r n i n g p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t h e o r y , 
t h e end r e s u l t o f a r a t h e r l e n g t h y 
book i s t h a t t h e t h e o r y has n o t been 
c r i t i c a l l y examined i n an i n t e r n a l o r 
e x t e r n a l s e n s e . I n t e r n a l l y , M i t c h e l l 
f a i l s t o m o d i f y t h e t h e o r y ' s more 
l u d i c r o u s c o n c l u s i o n s , such as t h e 
c o n c l u s i o n t h a t , i n c o m p a r i s o n w i t h 
men, women have a weaker superego. Ex
t e r n a l l y , i t s a p p l i c a b i l i t y t o c o n 
temporary l i f e has n o t been r e a l i s t i c 
a l l y t r e a t e d . I n a c a p i t a l i s t i c , 
p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t y , t h e Oedipus com
p l e x has been p e r p e t u a t e d by t h e fam
i l y and a i d e d by t h e i n c e s t t a b o o . 
However, t h e t i m e s t h e y a r e a-changing. 
M i t c h e l l has f a i l e d t o demo n s t r a t e t h e 
p e r t i n e n c e o f p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t h e o r y 
f o r t h e s e c h a n g i n g t i m e s . 
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