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Is psychoanalysis a ‘new orthodoxy’ for feminism? Or does it rather represent

the surfacing of something difficult and exceptional but important for

feminism, which is on the verge (once again) of being lost? I will argue that

the second is the case, and that the present discarding of psychoanalysis in

favour of forms of analysis felt as more material in their substance and

immediately political in their effects (Barrett, 1980; Wilson, 1981, 1982;

Sayers, 1982) is a return to positions whose sensed inadequacy for feminism

produced a gap in which psychoanalysis could – fleetingly – find a place. What

psychoanalysis offered up in that moment was by no means wholly satisfactory

and it left many problems unanswered or inadequately addressed, but the

questions which it raised for feminism are crucial and cannot, I believe, be

approached in the same way, or even posed, from anywhere else. To ask what

are the political implications of psychoanalysis for feminism seems to me,

therefore, to pose the problem the wrong way round. Psychoanalysis is already

political for feminism – political in the more obvious sense that it came into

the arena of discussion in response to the internal needs of feminist debate,

and political again in the wider sense that the repudiation of psychoanalysis

by femininism can be seen as linking up with the repeated marginalization of

psychoanalysis within our general culture, a culture whose oppressiveness for

women is recognized by us all.

Before going into this in more detail, a separate but related point needs to be

made, and that is the peculiarity of the psychoanalytic object with which

feminism engages. Thus to ask for effects from psychoanalysis in the arena of

political practice (Wilson, 1981) is already to assume that psychoanalytic

practice is apolitical. Recent feminist debate has tended to concentrate on

theory (Freud’s theory of femininity whether or not psychoanalysis can provide

an account of women’s subordination). This was as true of Juliet Mitchell’s

defense of Freud (Mitchell, 1974) as it has been of many of the more recent

replies. The result has been that psychoanalysis has been pulled away from its

own practice. Here the challenge to psychoanalysis by feminists has come from

alternative forms of therapy (feminist therapy and co-counselling). But it Is

worth noting that the way psychoanalysis is engaged within much recent

criticism already divests it of its practical effects at this level, or rather takes

this question as settled in advance (the passing reference to the chauvinism of
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the psychoanalytic institution, the assumption that psychoanalysis depoliticizes

the woman analysand). In this context, therefore, the common theory/practice

dichotomy has a very specific meaning in that psychoanalysis can only be held

accountable to ‘practice’ if it is assumed not to be one, or if the form of its

practice is taken to have no purchase on political life. This assumes, for example,

that there is no politics of the psychoanalytic institution itself, something to which

I will return.

Both these points – the wider history of how psychoanalysis has been placed or

discarded by our dominant culture, and the detaching of psychoanalysis from its

practical and institutional base – are related, in as much as they bring into focus

the decisions and selections which have already been made about psychoanalysis

before the debate even begins. Some of these decisions I would want to argue are

simply wrong; such as the broad accusation of chauvinism levelled against the

psychoanalytic institution as a whole. In this country at least, the significant

impetus after Freud passed to two women – Anna Freud and Melanie Klein.

Psychoanalysis in fact continues to be one of the few of our cultural institutions

which does not professionally discriminate against women, and in which they could

even be said to predominate. This is not, of course, to imply that the presence of

women inside an institution is necessarily feminist, but women have historically

held positions of influence inside psychoanalysis which they have been mostly

denied in other institutions where their perceived role as ‘carers’ has relegated

them to a subordinate position (e.g. nursing), and it is the case that the first

criticisms of Freud made by Melanie Klein can be seen to have strong affinities with

later feminist repudiation of these theories.

For those who are hesitating over what appears as the present ‘impasse’ between

feminism and psychoanalysis, the more important point, however, is to stress the

way that psychoanalysis is being presented for debate, that is, the decisions that

have already been made before we are asked to decide. Much will depend, I

suspect, on whether one sees psychoanalysis as a new form of hegemony on the

part of the feminist intelligentsia, or whether it is seen as a theory and practice,

which has constantly been relegated to the outside of dominant institutions and

mainstream radical debate alike – an ‘outside’ with which feminism, in its

challenge to both these traditions, has its own important forms of allegiance.

components of the culture

In England, the relationship between the institution of psychoanalysis and its more

general reception has always been complex, if not fraught. Thus in 1968, Perry

Anderson could argue (Anderson, 1968) that major therapeutic and theoretical

advances inside the psychoanalytic institutions (chiefly in the work of Melanie

Klein) had gone hand in hand with, and possibly even been the cause of the
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isolation of psychoanalysis from the general culture, the slowness of its

dissemination (until the Pelican Freud started to appear in 1974, you effectively

had to join a club to read The Standard Edition of Freud’s work), and the failure of

psychoanalysis to effect a decisive break with traditions of empiricist philosophy,

reactionary ethics, and an elevation of literary ‘values’, which he saw as the

predominant features of our cultural life. Whether or not one accepts the general

‘sweep’ of his argument, two points from that earlier polemic seem relevant here.

Firstly, the link between empiricist traditions of thought and the resistance to the

psychoanalytic concept of the unconscious. Thus psychoanalysis, through its

attention to symptoms, slips of the tongue and dreams (that is, to what insists on

being spoken against what is allowed to be said) appears above all as a challenge

to the self-evidence and banality of everyday life and language, which have also,

importantly, constituted the specific targets of feminism. If we use the (fairly

loose) definition that Anderson provided for empiricism as the unsystematic

registration of things as they are and the refusal of forms of analysis that

penetrate beneath the surface of observable social phenomena, the link to

feminism can be made (Anderson, 1966). For feminism has always challenged the

observable ‘givens’ of women’s presumed natural qualities and their present social

position alike (especially when the second is justified in terms of the first). How

often has the ‘cult of common sense’, the notion of what is obviously the case or in

the nature of things, been used in reactionary arguments against feminist

attempts to demand social change? For Anderson in his article of 1968, this

espousal of empiricist thinking provided one of the chief forms of resistance to

Freud, so deeply committed is psychoanalysis to penetrating behind the surface

and conscious manifestations of everyday experience.

Secondly, the relationship between this rejection of psychoanalysis and a dearth

within British intellectual culture of a Marxism which could both theorize and

criticize capitalism as a social totality. This second point received the strongest

criticism from within British Marxism itself but what matters here is the fact that

both Marxism and psychoanalysis were identified as forms of radical enquiry which

were unassimilable to bourgeois norms. In the recent feminist discussion, however

– notably in the pages of this journal – Marxism and psychoanalysis tend to be

posited as antagonistic; Marxism arrogating to itself the concept of political

practice and social change, psychoanalysis being accused of inherent conservatism

that rationalizes and perpetuates the subordination of women under capitalism, or

else fails to engage with that subordination at the level of material life.

In order to understand this, I think we have to go back to the earlier moment. For

while the argument that Marxism was marginal or even alien to British thought was

strongly repudiated, the equivalent observation about psychoanalysis seems to

have been accepted and was more or less allowed to stand. This was perhaps

largely because no one on the left rushed forward to claim a radicalism committed

to psychoanalytic thought. New Left Review had itself been involved in
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psychoanalysis in the early 60s, publishing a number of articles by Cooper and

Laing (Laing, 1962, 1964; Cooper, 1963, 1965); and there is also a strong tradition,

which goes back through Christopher Caudwell in the 1930s, of Marxist discussion

of Freud. But the main controversy unleashed by Anderson’s remarks centred

around Marxism; Anderson himself in an earlier article had restricted his own

critique to the lack of Marxism and classical sociology in British culture making no

reference to psychoanalysis at all (Anderson, 1964; see also Thompson, 1965).

After 1968, New Left Review published Althusser’s famous article on Lacan

(Althusser, 1969, 1971) (see below) and one article by Lacan (1968), but for the

most part the commitment to psychoanalysis was not sustained even by that

section of the British Left which had originally argued for its importance.

Paradoxically, therefore, the idea that psychoanalysis was isolated or cut off from

the general culture could be accepted to the extent that this very marginalization

was being reproduced In the response to the diagnosis itself. Thus the link between

Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis, as the twin poles of a failed radicalism at

the heart of British culture, was broken. Freud was cast aside at the very moment

when resistance to his thought had been identified as symptomatic of the

restrictiveness of bourgeois culture. Juliet Mitchell was the exception. Her defence

of Freud in 1970 and 1974 (Mitchell, 1970, 1974) needs, I think, to be placed first

in this context, as a claim for the fundamentally anti-empiricist and radical

nature of Freudian thought. That this claim was made via feminism (could perhaps

only be made via feminism) says something about the ability of feminism to

challenge the orthodoxies of both left and right.

Thus, the now familiar duo of ‘psychoanalysis and feminism’ has an additional and

crucial political meaning. Not just psychoanalysis for feminism or feminism against

psychoanalysis, but Freudian psychoanalysis and feminism together as two forms

of thought which relentlessly undermine the turgid resistance of common sense

language to all forms of conflict and political change. For me this specific

sequence has been ironically or negatively confirmed (that is, it has been gone

over again backwards) by one of the most recent attempts to relate

psychoanalysis to socialism (Rustin, 1982) through a combination of FR Leavis

and Melanie Klein – the very figures whose standing had been taken as

symptomatic of that earlier resistance to the most radical aspects of Freudian

thought (Klein because of the confinement of her often challenging ideas to the

psychoanalytic institution itself, Leavis because of the inappropriate centrality

which he claimed for the ethics of literary form and taste). I cannot go into the

details of Rustin’s argument here, but its ultimate conservatism for feminism is at

least clear: the advancement of ‘mothering’ and by implication of the role of

women as mothers, as the psychic basis on which socialism can be built (the idea

that psychoanalysis can engender socialism seems to be merely the flip side of the

argument, which accuses psychoanalysis of producing social conformity).
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This history may appear obscure to many feminists who have not necessarily

followed the different stages of these debates. However, the diversion through this

cultural map is, I think, important insofar as it can illustrate the ramifications of

feminist discussion over a wider political spectrum, and also show how this

discussion – the terms of the argument, the specific oppositions proposed – have

in turn been determined by that wider spectrum itself.

Thus it will have crucial effects, for instance, whether psychoanalysis is discussed

as an addition or supplement to Marxism (in relation to which it is then found

wanting), or whether emphasis is laid on the concept of the unconscious. For while

it is indeed correct that psychoanalysis was Introduced into feminism as a theory

which could rectify the inability of Marxism to address questions of sexuality, and

that this move was complementary to the demand within certain areas of Marxism

for increasing attention to the ideological determinants of our social being, it is

also true that undue concentration on this aspect of the theory has served to cut

off the concept of the unconscious, or at least to displace it from the centre of the

debate. (This is graphically illustrated in Michèle Barrett’s book, Women’s

Oppression Today, in which the main discussion of psychoanalysis revolves around

the concept of ideology, and that of the unconscious is left to a note appended at

the end of the chapter (Barrett, 1980).)

femininity and its discontents

One result of this emphasis is that psychoanalysis is accused of ‘functionalism’,

that is, it is accepted as a theory of how women are psychically ‘induced’ into

femininity by a patriarchal culture, and is then accused of perpetuating that

process, either through a practice assumed to be prescriptive about women’s role

(this is what women should do), or because the very effectiveness of the account

as a description (this is what is demanded of women, what they are expected to

do) leaves no possibility of change.

It is this aspect of Juliet Mitchell’s book that seems to have been taken up most

strongly by feminists who have attempted to follow through the political

implications of psychoanalysis as a critique of patriarchy or, by extension, as a

means of explaining how women internalize their role. Thus Gayle Rubin, following

Mitchell, uses psychoanalysis for a general critique of a patriarchal culture which

is predicated on the exchange of women by men (Rubin, 1975; for criticisms of the

use of Levi–Strauss on which this reading is based, see Cowie, (1978) and

MacCormack and Strathern (1980)). Nancy Chodorow shifts from Freud to later

object relations theory to explain how women’s childcaring role is perpetuated

through the earliest relationship between a mother and her child, which leads in

her case to a demand for a fundamental change in how childcare is organized

between women and men in our culture (Chodorow, 1978). Although there are
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obvious differences between these two readings of psychoanalysis, they

nonetheless share an emphasis on the social exchange of women, or the

distribution of roles for women, across cultures: ‘Women’s mothering is one of the

few universal and enduring elements of the sexual division of labour’ (Chodorow,

1978: 3).

The force of psychoanalysis is therefore (as Janet Sayers points out (1982)

precisely that it gives an account of patriarchal culture as a trans-historical and

cross-cultural force. It therefore conforms to the feminist demand for a theory

that can explain women’s subordination across specific cultures and different

historical moments. Summing this up crudely, we could say that psychoanalysis

adds sexuality to Marxism, where sexuality is felt to be lacking, and extends

beyond Marxism where the attention to specific historical instances, changes in

modes of production, etc., is felt to leave something unexplained.

But all this happens at a cost, and that cost is the concept of the unconscious.

What distinguishes psychoanalysis from sociological accounts of gender (hence for

me the fundamental impasse of Nancy Chodorow’s work) is that whereas for the

latter, the internalization of norms is assumed roughly to work, the basic premise

and indeed starting point of psychoanalysis is that it does not. The unconscious

constantly reveals the ‘failure’ of identity. Because there is no continuity of

psychic life, so there is no stability of sexual identity, no position for women (or

for men) which is ever simply achieved. Nor does psychoanalysis see such ‘failure’

as a special-case inability or an individual deviancy from the norm. ‘Failure’ is not

a moment to be regretted in a process of adaptation, or development into

normality, which ideally takes its course (some of the earliest critics of Freud, such

as Ernest Jones, did, however, give an account of development in just these terms).

Instead ‘failure’ is something endlessly repeated and relived moment by moment

throughout our individual histories. It appears not only in the symptom, but also in

dreams, in slips of the tongue and in forms of sexual pleasure, which are pushed to

the sidelines of the norm. Feminism’s affinity with psychoanalysis rests above all, I

would argue, with this recognition that there is a resistance to identity which lies

at the very heart of psychic life. Viewed in this way, psychoanalysis is no longer

best understood as an account of how women are fitted into place (even this,

note, is the charitable reading of Freud). Instead psychoanalysis becomes one of

the few places in our culture where it is recognized as more than a fact of

individual pathology that most women do not painlessly slip into their roles as

women, if indeed they do at all. Freud himself recognized this increasingly in his

work. In the articles which run from 1924 (‘The Dissolution of the Oedipus

Complex’, Freud, 1924) to 1931 (‘Female Sexuality’, Freud, 1931), he moves from

that famous, or rather infamous, description of the little girl struck with her

‘inferiority’ or ‘injury’ in the face of the anatomy of the little boy and wisely

accepting her fate (‘injury’ as the fact of being feminine), to an account which

quite explicitly describes the process of becoming ‘feminine’ as, ‘injury’ or
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‘catastrophe’ for the complexity of her earlier psychic and sexual life (‘injury’ as

its price).’

Elizabeth Wilson (1981) and Janet Sayers (1982) are, therefore, in a sense correct

to criticize psychoanalysis when it is taken as a general theory of patriarchy or of

gender identity, that is, as a theory that explains how women wholly internalize the

very mode of being, which is feminism’s specific target of attack; but they have

missed out half the (psychoanalytic) story. In fact the argument seems to be

circular. Psychoanalysis is drawn in the direction of a general theory of culture or a

sociological account of gender because these seem to lay greater emphasis on the

pressures of the ‘outside’ world, but it is this very pulling away from the

psychoanalytic stress on the ‘internal’ complexity and difficulty of psychic life

which produces the functionalism which is then criticized.

The argument about whether Freud is being ‘prescriptive’ or ‘descriptive’ about

women (with its associated stress on the motives and morals of Freud himself) is

fated to the extent that it is locked into this model. Many of us will be familiar

with Freud’s famous pronouncement that a woman who does not succeed in

transforming activity to passivity, clitoris to vagina, mother for father, will fall ill.

Yet psychoanalysis testifies to the fact that psychic illness or distress is in no

sense the prerogative of women who ‘fail’ in this task. One of my students recently

made the obvious but important point that we would be foolish to deduce from the

external trappings of normality or conformity in a woman that all is in fact well.

And Freud himself always stressed the psychic cost of the civilizing process for all

(we can presumably include women in that ‘all’ even if at times he did not seem to

do so).

All these aspects of Freud’s work are subject to varying interpretation by analysts

themselves. The first criticism of Freud’s ‘phallocentrism’ came from inside

psychoanalysis, from analysts such as Melanie Klein, Ernest Jones and Karen Homey

who felt, contrary to Freud, that ‘femininity’ was a quality with its own impetus,

subject to checks and internal conflict, but tending ultimately to fulfilment. For

Jones, the little girl was ‘typically receptive and acquisitive’ from the outset

(Jones, 1933: 265); for Homey, there was from the beginning a ‘wholly womanly’

attachment to the father (Horney, 1924, 19671: 53). For these analysts, this

development might come to grief, but for the most part a gradual strengthening of

the child’s ego and her increasing adaptation to reality, should guarantee its

course. Aspects of the little girl’s psychic life which were resistant to this process

(the famous ‘active’ or ‘masculine’ drives) were defensive. The importance of

concepts such as the ‘phallic phase’ in Freud’s description of infantile sexuality is

not, therefore, that such concepts can be taken as the point of insertion of

patriarchy (assimilation to the norm). Rather their importance lies in the way that

they indicate, through their very artificiality, that something was being forced, and

in the concept of psychic life with which they were accompanied. In Freud’s work

they went hand in hand with an increasing awareness of the difficulty, not to say

1 Where two dates
are given, the first is
to the original date
of publication; page
references are to the
more easily avail-
able editions (eg
English translations,
collections of arti-
cles, where possi-
ble.)

feminist review 80 2005 femininity and its discontents30



impossibility, of the path to normality for the girl, and an increasing stress on the

fundamental divisions, or splitting, of psychic life. It was those who challenged

these concepts in the 1920s and 1930s who introduced the more formative stress

on a sequence of development, and a coherent ego, back into the account.

I think we go wrong again, therefore, if we conduct the debate about whether

Freud’s account was developmental or not entirely in terms of his own writing.

Certainly, the idea of development is present at moments in his work. But it was

not present enough for many of his contemporaries, who took up the issue and

reinstated the idea of development precisely in relation to the sexual progress of

the girl (her passage into womanhood).

‘Psychoanalysis’ is not, therefore, a single entity. Institutional divisions within

psychoanalysis have turned on the very questions about the phallocentrism of

analysts, the meaning of femininity, the sequence of psychic development and its

norms, which have been the concern of feminists. The accusations came from

analysts themselves. In the earlier debates, however, the reproach against Freud

produced an account of femininity, which was more, rather than less, normative

than his own.

The politics of Lacanian psychoanalysis begins here. From the 1930s, Lacan saw his

intervention as a return to the concepts of psychic division, splitting of the ego,

and an endless (he called it ‘insistant’) pressure of the unconscious against any

individual’s pretension to a smooth and coherent psychic and sexual identity.

Lacan’s specific target was ‘ego-psychology’ in America, and what he saw as the

dilution of psychoanalysis into a tool of social adaptation and control (hence the

central emphasis on the concepts of the ego and identification which are often

overlooked in discussions of his ideas). For Lacan, psychoanalysis does not offer

an account of a developing ego which is ‘not necessarily coherent’ (Wilson, 1982),

but of an ego which is ‘necessarily not coherent’, that is, which is always and

persistently divided against itself.

Lacan could therefore be picked up by a Marxist like Althusser not because he

offered a theory of adaptation to reality or of the individual’s insertion into

culture (Althusser added a note to the English translation of his paper on Lacan

criticizing it for having implied such a reading, (Althusser, 1969, 1971)), but

because the force of the unconscious in Lacan’s interpretation of Freud was felt to

undermine the mystifications of a bourgeois culture proclaiming its identity, and

that of its subjects, to the world. The political use of Lacan’s theory therefore

stemmed from its assault on what English Marxists would call bourgeois

‘individualism’. What the theory offered was a divided subject out of ‘sync’ with

bourgeois myth. Feminists could legitimately object that the notion of psychic

fragmentation was of little immediate political advantage to women struggling for

the first time to find a voice, and trying to bring together the dissociated

components of their life into a political programme. But this is a very different
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criticism of the political implications of psychoanalysis than the one which accuses

it of forcing women into bland conformity with their expected role.

psychoanalysis and history/the history

of psychoanalysis

What, therefore, is the political purchase of the concept of the unconscious on

women’s lived experience and what can it say to the specific histories of which we

form a part?

One of the objections that is often made against psychoanalysis is that it has no

sense of history, and an inadequate grasp of its relationship to the concrete

institutions which frame and determine our lives. For even if we allow for a moment

the radical force of the psychoanalytic insight, the exclusiveness or limited

availability of that insight tends to be turned, not against the culture or state

which mostly resists its general (and publicly funded) dissemination,2 but against

psychoanalysis itself. The ‘privatization’ of psychoanalysis comes to mean that it

only refers to the individual as private, and the concentration on the individual as

private is then seen as reinforcing a theory that places itself above history and

change.

Again, I think that this question is posed back to front, and that we need to ask,

not what psychoanalysis has to say about history, but rather what is the history of

psychoanalysis, that is, what was the intervention of psychoanalysis into the

institutions which, at the time of its emergence, were controlling women’s lives?

And what was the place of the unconscious, historically, in that? Paradoxically, the

claim that psychoanalysis is ahistorical dehistoricizes it. If we go back to the

beginnings of psychoanalysis, it is clear that the concept of the unconscious was

radical at exactly that level of social ‘reality’ with which it is so often assumed to

have nothing whatsoever to do.

Recent work by feminist historians is of particular importance in this context.

Judith Walkowitz, in her study of the Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860s

(Walkowitz, 1980) shows how state policy on public hygiene and the state’s

increasing control over casual labour, relied on a category of women as diseased

(the suspected prostitute subjected to forcible examination and internment in

response to the spread of venereal disease in the port towns). Carol Dyhouse has

described how debates about educational opportunity for women constantly

returned to their evidence of the female body (either the energy expended in their

development towards sexual reproduction meant that women could not be

educated, or education and the over-taxing of the brain would damage their

reproductive capacity (Dyhouse, 1981)). In the birth control controversy, the

Malthusian idea of controlling the reproduction, and by implication the sexuality,

of the working class served to counter the idea that poverty could be reduced by

2 For more detailed
discussion of the
relative assimilation
of Kleinianism
through social work
in relation to chil-
dren in this country
(especially through
the Tavistock Clinic
in London) see Rus-
tin (1982: 85 and n).
As Rustin points out,
the State is willing
to fund psychoana-
lysis where it is a
question of helping
children to adapt,
but less so when it is
a case of encoura-
ging adults to
remember.
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the redistribution of wealth (MacLaren, 1978). Recurrently in the second half of

the 19th century, in the period immediately prior to Freud, female sexuality

became the focus of a panic about the effects of industrialization on the cohesion

of the social body and its ability to comfortably reproduce itself. The importance

of all this work (Judith Walkowitz makes this quite explicit) is that ‘attitudes’

towards women cannot be consigned to the sphere of ideology, assumed to have no

purchase on material life, so deeply implicated was the concept of female

sexuality in the legislative advancement of the state (Walkowitz, 1980).

Central to all of this was the idea that the woman was wholly responsible for the

social well-being of the nation (questions of social division transmuted directly

into the moral and sexual responsibility of subjects), or where she failed in this

task, that she was disordered or diseased. The hysteric was either the over-

educated woman, or else the woman indulging in non-procreative or uncontrolled

sexuality (conjugal onanism), or again the woman in the lock hospitals which,

since the 18th century, had been receiving categories refused by the general

hospitals (‘infectious diseases, fevers, children, maternity cases, mental disorders,

venereal diseases’ (Walkowitz, 1980: 56)). It was these hospitals which, at the

time of the Contagious Diseases Acts, became the place of confinement for the

diseased prostitute in a new form of collaborative relationship with the state.

This is where psychoanalysis begins. Although the situation was not identical in

France, there are important links. Freud’s earliest work was under Charcot at the

Salpetrière Clinic in Paris, a hospital for women: ‘five thousand neurotic indigents,

epileptics, and insane patients, many of whom were deemed incurable’ (Veith,

1965, 1970: 229). The ‘dregs’ of society comprised the inmates of Salpetrière.

(Psycho analysis does not start in the Viennese parlour.) Freud was working under

Charcot whose first contribution to the study of hysteria was to move it out of the

category of sexual malingering and into that of a specific and accredited

neurological disease. The problem with Charcot’s work is that while he was

constructing the symptomatology of the disease (turning it into a respected object

of the medical institution), he was reinforcing it as a special category of

behaviour, visible to the eye, and the result of a degenerate hereditary disposition.

Freud’s intervention here was two-fold. Firstly, he questioned the visible evidence

of the disease – the idea that you could know a hysteric by looking at her body,

that is, by reading off the symptoms of nervous disability or susceptibility to

trauma. Secondly (and this second move depended on the first), he rejected the

Idea that hysteria was an ‘independent’ clinical entity, by using what he uncovered

in the treatment of the hysterical patient as the basis of his account of the

unconscious and its universal presence in adult life.

Freud’s intervention here was two-fold. Firstly, he questioned the visible evidence

of the disease – the idea that you could know a hysteric by looking at her body,

that is, by reading off the symptoms of nervous disability or susceptibility to
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trauma. Secondly (and this second move depended on the first), he rejected the

idea that hysteria was an ‘independent’ clinical entity, by using what he uncovered

in the treatment of the hysterical patient as the basis of his account of the

unconscious and its universal presence in adult life.

The ‘universalism’ of Freud was not, therefore, an attempt to remove the subject

from history; it stemmed from his challenge to the category of hysteria as a

principle of classification for certain socially isolated and confined individuals,

and his shifting of this category into the centre of everybody’s psychic experience:

‘Her hysteria can therefore be described as an acquired one, and it presupposed

nothing more than the possession of what is probably a very wide-spread proclivity

– the proclivity to acquire hysteria’ (Freud, 1893–95: 121,3 187). The reason why

the two moves are interdependent is because it was only by penetrating behind the

visible symptoms of disorder and asking what it was that the symptom was trying

to say, that Freud could uncover those unconscious desires and motives which he

went on to expose in the slips, dreams and jokes of individuals paraded as normal.

Thus the challenge to the entity ‘hysteria’, that is, to hysteria as an entity

available for quite specific forms of social control, relies on the concept of the

unconscious. ‘I have attempted’, wrote Freud, ‘to meet the problem of hysterical

attacks along a line other than descriptive’ (my emphasis) (Freud, 1892–94: 137).

Hence Freud’s challenge to the visible, to the empirically self-evident, to the

‘blindness of the seeing eye’ (Freud, 1893–95: 117, 181). (Compare this with

Charcot’s photographs offered as the evidence of the disease, some of which are

reprinted here.) It is perhaps this early and now mostly forgotten moment which

can give us the strongest sense of the force of the unconscious as a concept

against a fully social classification relying on empirical evidence as its rationale.

The challenge of psychoanalysis to empiricist forms of reasoning was therefore the

very axis on which the fully historical intervention of psychoanalysis into late

nineteenth century medicine turned. The theories of sexuality came after this first

intervention (in Studies on Hysteria, Freud’s remarks on sexuality are mostly given

in awkward footnotes suggesting the importance of sexual abstinence for women

as a causal factor in the aetiology of hysteria). But when Freud did start to

investigate the complexity of sexual life in response to what he uncovered in

hysterical patients, his first step was a similar questioning of social definitions,

this time of sexual perversion as ‘innate’ or ‘degenerate’, that is, as the special

property of a malfunctioning type (Freud, 1905). In fact if we take dreams and

slips of the tongue (both considered before Freud to result from lowered mental

capacity), sexuality and hysteria, the same movement operates each time. A

discredited, pathological, or irrational form of behaviour is given by psycho-

analysis its psychic value. What this meant for the hysterical woman is that

instead of just being looked at or examined, she was allowed to speak.

Some of the criticisms that are made by feminists of Freudian psychoanalysis,

especially when it is filtered through the work of Lacan, can perhaps be answered

3 References to
Freud are to the
Standard Edition
and to the Pelican
edition where avail-
able (in italics).
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with reference to this moment. Most often the emphasis is laid either on Lacan’s

statement that ‘the unconscious is structured like a language’, or on his

concentration of mental representation and the ideational contents of the mind.

The feeling seems to be that the stress on ideas and languages cuts psychoanalysis

Tongue contractions produced by direct stimulus of an hysteric in a waking state

Hysteric yawning

These are disturbing images of women. We are aware that they go against the policy of Feminist Review which has been to

publish generally positive images of women. They have been chosen to illustrate and make available a moment of history in

which the subordination of women can be seen as so closely tied to the use of the visual image itself and its history. All the

images are from Nouvelle Iconographie photographique de la Salpetrière
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off from the materiality of being, whether that materiality is defined as the

biological aspects or our subjectivity, or as the economic factors determining our

lives (one or the other and at times both).

Once it is put like this, the argument becomes a version of the debate within

Marxism over the different instances of social determination and their hierarchy

(‘ideology’ versus the ‘economic’) or else it becomes an accusation of idealism

(Lacan) against materialism (Marx). I think this argument completely misses the

importance of the emphasis on language in Lacan and of mental representation in

Contractions produced by visual stimuli
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Gradual faradization of hysteric with catalepsy
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Freud. The statement that ‘the unconscious is structured like a language’ was

above all part of Lacan’s attempt to establish a continuity between the seeming

disorder of the symptom or dream and the normal language through which we

recognize each other and speak. And the importance of the linguistic sign

(Saussure’s (1915, 1974) distinction between the signifier and the signified) was

that it provided a model internal to language itself of that form of indirect

representation (the body speaking because there is something which cannot he

said) which psychoanalysis uncovered in the symptomatology of its patients. Only

if one thing can stand for another is the hysterical symptom something more than

the logical and direct manifestation of physical or psychic (and social)

degeneracy.

This is why the concept of the unconscious as indicating an irreducible

discontinuity of psychic life is so important. Recognition of that discontinuity in us

all is in a sense the price we have to pay for that earlier historical displacement.

feminism and the unconscious

It is, however, this concept which seems to be lost whenever Freud has been

challenged on those ideas which have been most problematic for feminism, in so

far as the critique of Freudian phallocentrism so often relies on a return to

empiricism, on an appeal to ‘what actually happens’ or what can be seen to be the

case. Much of Ernest Jones’ criticism of Freud, for example, stemmed from his

conviction that girls and boys could not conceivably be ignorant of so elementary a

fact as that of sexual difference and procreation (Jones, 1933: 15). And Karen

Homey, in her similar but distinct critique, referred to ‘the manifestations of so

elementary a principle of nature as that of the mutual attraction of the sexes’

(Horney, 1926, 1967: 68). We can compare this with Freud: ‘from the point of view

of psycho-analysis the exclusive sexual interest felt by men for women is also a

problem that needs elucidating and is not a self-evident fact based upon an

attraction that is ultimately of a chemical nature’ (Freud, 1905: 146n, 57n). The

point is not that one side is appealing to ‘biology’ (or ‘nature’) and the other to

‘ideas’, but that Freud’s opening premise is to challenge the self-evidence of both.

The feminist criticism of Freud has, of course, been very different since it has

specifically involved a rejection of the evidence of this particular norm: the normal

femininity which, in the earlier quarrel, Freud himself was considered to have

questioned. But at this one crucial level – in the idea of an unconscious which

points to a fundamental division of psychic life and which therefore challenges any

form of empiricism based on what is there to be observed (even when scientifically

tested and tried) – the very different critiques are related. Juliet Mitchell based at

least half her argument on this point in Psychoanalysis and Feminism, but it has

been lost. Thus Shulamith Firestone in The Dialectic of Sex (Firestone, 1970, 1979)
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arguing that the girl’s alleged sense of inferiority in relation to the boy was the

logical outcome of the observable facts of the child’s experience, had to assume

an unproblematic and one-to-one causality between psychic life and social reality

with no possibility of dislocation or error. The result is that the concept of the

unconscious is lost (the little girl rationally recognizes and decides her fate) and

mothering it deprived of its active components (the mother is seen to be only

subordinate and in no sense powerful for the child) (see Mitchell, 1974: 2, II, 5).

For all its more obvious political appeal, the idea that psychic life is the

unmediated reflection of social relations locks the mother and child into a closed

subordination which can then only be broken by the advances of empiricism itself:

Full mastery of the reproductive process is in sight, and there has been significant advance

in understanding the basic life and death process. The nature of ageing and growth, sleep

and hibernation, the chemical functioning of the brain and the development of

consciousness and memory are all beginning to be understood in their entirety. This

acceleration promises to continue for another century, or however long it takes to achieve

the goal of Empiricism: total understanding of the laws of nature.

(Firestone, 1970, 1979: 170)

Shulamith Firestone’s argument has been criticized by feminists (Delmar,

Introduction to Firestone, 1979) who would not wish to question, any more than

I would, the importance of her intervention for feminism. But I think it is important

that the part of her programme which is now criticized (the idea that women must

rely on scientific progress to achieve any change) is so directly related to the

empiricist concept of social reality (what can be seen to happen) which she offers.

The empiricism of the goal is the outcome of the empiricism at the level of social

reality and psychic life. I have gone back to this moment because, even though it

is posed in different terms, something similar seems to be going on in the recent

Marxist repudiation of Freud. Janet Sayers’ critique of Juliet Mitchell, for example,

is quite explicitly based itself on the concept of ‘what actually and specifically

happens’ (in the child’s environment’ and ‘in the child’s physical and biological

development’) (Sayers cit. Wilson, 1982).

utopianism of the psyche

Something else happens in all of this which is probably the most central issue for

me: the discarding of the concept of the unconscious seems to leave us with a type

of utopianism of psychic life. In this context it is interesting to note just how close

the appeal to biology and the appeal to culture as the determinants of psychic

experience can be. Karen Homey switched from one to the other, moving from the

idea that femininity was a natural quality, subject to checks, but tending in its

course, to the idea that these same checks, and indeed most forms of psychic

conflict, were the outcome of an oppressive social world. The second position is
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closer to that of feminism, but something is nonetheless missing from both sides of

the divide. For what has happened to the unconscious, to that divided and

disordered subjectivity which, I have argued, had to be recognized in us all if the

category of hysteria as a peculiar property of one class of women was to be

disbanded? Do not both of these movements make psychic conflict either an

accident or an obstacle on the path to psychic and sexual continuity – a continuity

that, as feminists, we recognize as a myth of our culture only to reinscribe it in a

different form on the agenda for a future (post-revolutionary) date?

Every time Freud is challenged, this concept of psychic cohesion as the ultimate

object of our political desires seems to return. Thus the French feminist and

analyst, Luce Irigaray, challenges Lacan not just for the phallocentrism of his

arguments, but because the Freudian account is seen to cut women off from an

early and untroubled psychic unity (the primordial state of fusion with the mother)

which feminists should seek to restore (Irigaray, 1978). Irigaray calls this the

‘imaginary’ of women (a reference to Lacan’s idea of a primitive narcissism that

was for him only ever a fantasy). In a world felt to be especially alienating for

women, this idea of psychic oneness or primary narcissism has its own peculiar

force. It appears in a different form in Michèle Barrett’s and Mary McIntosh’s

excellent reply to Christopher Lasch’s thesis that we are witnessing a regrettable

decline in the patriarchal family (Barrett and McIntosh, 1982). Responding to his

accusation that culture is losing its super-ego edge and descending into

narcissism, they offer the particularly female qualities of mothering (Chodorow)

and a defense of this very ‘primary narcissism’ in the name of women against

Lasch’s undoubtedly reactionary lament. The problem remains, however, that

whenever the ‘feminine’ comes into the argument as a quality in this way we seem

to lose the basic insight of psychoanalysis – the failure or difficulty of femininity

for women, and that fundamental psychic division which in Freud’s work was its

accompanying and increasingly insistent discovery.

If I question the idea that psychoanalysis is the ‘new orthodoxy’ for feminists, it is

at least partly because of the strong political counterweight of this idea of

femininity, which appears to repudiate both these Freudian insights together.

To return to the relationship between Marxism and psychoanalysis with which I

started, I think it is relevant that the most systematic attack we have had on the

hierarchies and organization of the male left (Beyond the Fragments, Rowbotham

et al., 1979) gives to women the privilege of the personal in a way which divests it

(has to divest it) of psychic complexity at exactly this level of the conflicts and

discontinuities of psychic life. Like many feminists, the slogan ‘the person is

political’ has been central to my own political development; just as I see the

question of sexuality, as a political issue which exceeds the province of Marxism

(‘economic’, ‘ideological’ or whatever) as one of the most important defining

characteristics of feminism itself. But the dialogue between feminism and
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psychoanalysis, which is for me the arena in which the full complexity of that

‘personal’ and that ‘sexuality’ can be grasped, constantly seems to fail.

In this article, I have not answered all the criticisms of psychoanalysis. It is

certainly the case that psychoanalysis does not give us a blueprint for political

action, nor allows us to deduce political conservatism and radicalism directly from

the vicissitudes of psychic experience. Nor does the concept of the unconscious sit

comfortably with the necessary attempt by feminism to claim a new sureness of

identity for women, or with the idea of always conscious and deliberate political

decision-making and control (psychoanalysis is not a voluntarism (Sayers, 1982).

But its challenge to the concept of psychic identity is important for feminism in

that it allows into the political arena problems of subjectivity (subjectivity as a

problem), which tend to be suppressed from other forms of political debate. It may

also help us to open up the space between different notions of political identity –

between the idea of a political identity for feminism (what women require) and

that of a feminine identity for women (what women are or should be), especially

given the problems constantly encountered by the latter and by the sometimes too

easy celebration of an identity among women, which glosses over the differences

between us.

Psychoanalysis finally remains one of the few places in our culture where our

experience of femininity can be spoken of as a problem that is something other

than the problem which the protests of women are posing for an increasingly

conservative political world. I would argue that this is one of the reasons why it

has not been released into the public domain. The fact that psychoanalysis cannot

be assimilated directly into a political programme as such does not mean,

therefore, that it should be discarded, and thrown back into the outer reaches of a

culture which has never yet been fully able to heed its voice.
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