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Preface

When I started my training in psychotherapy, I was introduced to some of the writing of the key thinkers in psychoanalysis and I was instantly fascinated by the world that seemed to be opening up before me. I became an avid reader, and vividly remember my first experiences of reading highly recommended papers and books. Often the patients the authors described (more often than not, ‘his’ interactions with ‘her’) seemed out of this world—literally. In my previous twenty years’ experience of working in mental health, I had never met anyone as these analysts described them, in fact I had never met anyone, anywhere, as certain authors depicted them.

The more I read, learnt, studied, and have sat with many people in therapy sessions during my training and subsequently working as a psychotherapist, I have come to realise that there was something in my initial instinct about the other-worldliness of these well-regarded analysts’ patients. The ‘otherness’ was not to do with the extraordinary magic of psychoanalysis, though at times psychoanalysis can be magical. It was more due to the symptom created by the inherent misogyny in psychoanalysis—a desire for there to be a world that one can be on the outside of, an exclusive club where the main ‘otherness’ is, and always has been, aimed at women.

In psychoanalysis misogyny hides in plain sight, seemingly above and beyond the usual conventions of workplace etiquette or even a vague awareness of sexism. It is commonplace in psychoanalytic literature and in the presentation of case studies for a description of the, usually female, analysand’s attractiveness to be given as a diagnosis rather than an opinion, for the word ‘feminine’ to be used as a synonym for submission, for psychosexual development to miss the glaringly obvious important stage of menstruation, for a child’s development to be modelled on the Freudian theory of male psychosexual development, for women to still be described in terms of their loss of not having a penis but gaining a baby—not a vagina or clitoris, and for the fundamental experiences of pregnancy, birth, and menopause to continue to be overlooked. Ironically for a field whose main currency is reflection, the different treatment of women is bypassed because misogyny is institutionalised in psychoanalysis. As has happened to many psychoanalysts since the time of Freud, a refusal of this misogyny means that you then step outside of the purely psychoanalytic field and are then relegated to a ‘niche’ group usually described as ‘feminist’, thereby becoming no longer a threat to the tradition of psychoanalysis. This has happened many times over and it is with no irony that in writing this short book I am fully aware that my contribution may also be relegated to a subdivision that moves it far away from psychoanalysis and ensures it is buried under a very heavy carpet. I hope not.

Psychoanalysis is an extraordinary discipline in which, at its heart, there is a desire to make a genuine connection with, and have a full understanding of, another person’s experience, but it is at its worst when it is hierarchical and ‘othering’, sharing in jokes—because in order for something to be ‘in’ the price to be paid is having to leave something or someone ‘out’. Misogyny in psychoanalysis is too important to leave anything or anyone out of the conversation, precisely because it is about everyone, not just women.

This book is short because I would like it to be the start of a conversation that should be accessible for anyone who has an interest in psychoanalysis or in the impact of misogyny when it is allowed to spread unhindered. I use the terms psychoanalysis, psychotherapy, analyst, and therapist interchangeably as whilst acknowledging the difference between these terms, I would also not like to further the hierarchy that is often implicit in these terms especially as many therapists work in a way that would be considered analytical and vice versa. I have also used the terms woman and man, male and female to include anyone who identifies with these terms and would like to be clear that whilst I have included menstruation, pregnancy, and childbirth as being part of the experience of being a ‘girl’ and ‘woman’ this is intended in both its presence and its absence in both the physical and the psychical sense, and therefore applies to all people who identify with this gender.

The book reflects my experience in the world of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy as a trainee, supervisee, student, teacher, psychotherapist, and supervisor in various institutions and as a former Chief Executive of a psychotherapy organisation. My wish in writing this book is to extend an invitation for you to join me in putting psychoanalysis on the couch and to be curious about why it is the way it is. Psychoanalysis is remarkably resistant to applying its own treatment to itself and is well defended. In writing 
these pieces the feeling was often with me that I was doing something wrong, speaking out of place, and sticking my head above the parapet until I discovered how much this was a symptom of the psychoanalytic misogyny I had internalised. More importantly, I realised that that needed to change, not just for myself, but for a discipline that could offer so much more if it decided to change too.



CHAPTER ONE

The mansplaining of psychoanalysis

#medbikini was trending on Twitter in the summer of 2020 with women medics posting pictures of themselves in bikinis. The hashtag was in response to a study published in an American medical journal which was conducted by a mainly male team, which described doctors who shared photos of themselves on social media in ‘inappropriate attire’ such as pictures in underwear, provocative Halloween costumes, and posing in bikinis/swimwear as ‘unprofessional’.

The report reignited a familiar debate of what constitutes ‘appropriate attire’ but the response that it mobilised undercut the seemingly innocent guideline around what is suitable to wear in the workplace, which has usually centred much more around what it is suitable for women to wear in the workplace as against what men should wear. The finding that it was ‘unprofessional’ for medics to be seen in bikinis could be more simply interpreted as a control on being a ‘woman’ in the workplace—her physical presence and difference from men is tolerated as long as she is not ‘too’ physically (and therefore mentally and emotionally) female.

The controls around what can be worn of course usually apply to all members of the workforce, but the difference is in the practicality of the guidance, men traditionally being expected to wear trousers and flat shoes, and women expected to wear skirts and sometimes shoes that are uncomfortable and physically damaging (in 2017, the UK Government rejected calls to outlaw company bosses forcing female employees to wear high heels).1 The control over workwear allows a not-so-micro aggression against women, drawing attention to what she is wearing, instantly undermining who she might be or what she might have to offer to her profession beyond dress sense.

In the world of psychoanalysis, it is exactly these unconscious processes that one might expect to be addressed and where there is great opportunity, and always has been since Freud first described the unconscious, for understanding the roles men and women play, and have been ascribed, in society. It has been an ongoing discomfort for me that I never really felt like I was properly confronted by sexism and, as argued by Manne,2 its lawgiving arm, misogyny, until I trained as a psychotherapist.

I have undertaken psychoanalytic training in various institutions and had the opportunity to be supervised by well-established supervisors in the field who identify themselves as male or female. Prior to training as a psychotherapist, I had worked in mental health and learning disabilities for over twenty years, so when I say that I wasn’t properly confronted by misogyny until training as a psychotherapist, I mean that I had never had the direct experience in a professional context of being treated as a ‘single story’ or reduced to a stereotypical image of my chosen gender, which is female.

When I read the story of certain clothing being described as ‘unprofessional’ it reminded me of an experience retold to me by a trainee whilst in the very early stages of training as a psychotherapist. She had been offered an interview for a psychotherapist position with a highly regarded clinic; she considered herself fortunate to have been invited. Excitedly she told her supervisor the news and was keen for his insight as to what the interview might entail. After congratulating her, he immediately asked what she was going to wear. Confused by the question (as she was used to dressing for professional environments) and feeling slightly awkward, she asked why and commented that it had not been at the forefront of her mind; her supervisor then proceeded to suggest different ‘outfits’ she could wear and imagined out loud what her interviewer, also a woman, might be wearing. When she enquired as to what he thought she might be asked at the interview, he bluntly replied that she would want to know if she were ‘sane’, no further suggestions added. In a scene that seems more fitted for the 1970s, where a man in his fifties gives fashion advice to a woman at least ten years younger than himself, it was a surprise for me that this took place just over five years ago.

I could have taken many things from that story, such as an expectation that no matter how I develop in the profession of psychoanalysis, senior, prominent male analysts will still not have taken the time to analyse their own misogyny and when threatened will reduce me to an ‘outfit’ too. I was instead more intrigued by how such a conversation was seen as acceptable and the feelings it evoked in me. However, I still remember the shock and the not-so-gentle feeling of being pushed down as the story was told to me and how the trainee had been made to feel ‘less than’. The shock is the same as the one that still jolts me when I hear psychotherapists who are also teaching on training courses caution against women who wear lip balm as they are unconsciously ‘softening the spite-filled words they are about to speak’ or to be aware of women wearing red nail varnish as they are ‘murderous women’. This is not to deny that these interpretations have the potential to resonate with unconscious material in some people but perhaps the real caution should be around the loss of subjectivity which should signal that the psychotherapeutic process has collapsed.

The story of psychoanalysis began with men trying to understand women through the study of hysteria and more significantly through the lens of male experience, with male experience being seen as the ‘norm’.3 Freud developed his theories based on case studies from other clinicians, his self-analysis, and through the analysis of his patients, the vast majority of whom were women. In the hundred years since the inception of psychoanalysis many of Freud’s theories have been challenged, redescribed, abandoned, and indeed defended in bitter battles. The place of women has been amongst these battles, has been at times prominent, at times less so. But with a striking consistency, there is a remarkable disappearing act that takes place for the women who have taken part in these battles and more importantly their contributions have been dismissed or relegated to a ‘special interest’, a parallel process for what has happened generally to women in psychoanalysis. What is more of note is that in the one arena where unconscious processes should be thought about, the givens of patriarchy challenged, the roles of women and men understood within the cultural context of sexism and misogyny, the world of women has become just that—the ‘world’ of women, a split-off group separated from the patriarchal ‘norm’ of men. The fact that writers who challenge the role of women in psychoanalysis either self-label as feminist, or are labelled as feminists, reflects that the mainstream remains non-representative of women’s experiences; the mainstream implicitly is that of Freud’s classical psychoanalysis but tweaked and evolved.

The question in this is if the mainstream is ‘Freudian 2.0’, then does that also mean that we are accepting a mainstream psychoanalysis that is inherently misogynistic, where the male experience dominates and is still taken to be the ‘norm’? Furthermore, if that is the case then why is psychoanalysis protecting a blind spot of misogyny?

From Freud’s description of women as ‘the dark continent’,4 psychoanalysis has continued to try to grapple with the place of women. In 1950 the British psychoanalyst Winnicott wrote about the ‘fear of women’,5 conceptualising this fear as one of dependency and indebtedness to what was given to you by your mother in the early stages of life; Bowlby in describing what is needed for a secure base6 to exist has been heavily criticised for placing the mother as being needed in the home;7 and notably women analysts have argued with the traditional phallocentric model of psychosexual development from Karen Horney in the 1920s contesting Freud’s view of penis envy,8 to ongoing developments in feminist perspectives in psychoanalytic theory. But there seems to be a gap in relating the theory to clinical practice. Whilst dealing with the unconscious processes which are conceptualised and attended to with the prejudice of the analyst’s own theoretical framework and the impact of their own analysis, something has been lost of women’s lived experience. I am curious about how much of the blatantly concrete is missed in the privileging of the unconscious and therefore how much this blindspot consequently impacts on the unconscious. The fundamental fact of women working in a patriarchal society, being trained within that system without a proper analysis of what that means and the impact that has on us as women, is overlooked. (It has still never been fully explained to me why Melanie Klein is often referred to as ‘Mrs Klein’, but yet Freud and Winnicott are never given their title of ‘Mr’.)

To gain an insight into the current context of women, as Freud advises, the best way of understanding psychoanalysis is to look at where it has come from and how it has developed.9 The historical context is not to further join the many criticisms of Freud’s phallocentric view of psychosexual development but more to show the long shadow thrown by these theories on the women in his time and in the generations that followed him. What seems crucial to this is the time frame: it has been over a hundred years since the formalisation of a psychoanalytic movement. However, the time quickly condenses when one considers that those who formed this movement were then the analysts and supervisors of the next generation who furthered the theory, any dissent regarding the theory of female psychosexual development being quickly quashed.
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