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SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD

As the Overall Chair of the International Psychoanalytical Association’s
Committee on Women and Psychoanalysis (COWAP), I am very
pleased to write the foreword for this book, which adds to the ever-
growing stable of this series. Otto Kernberg, when he was President of
the IPA, set up COWAP in 1998 to explore scientific and political issues
about the differences between women and men, and a hallmark of
COWAP has always been a willingness to engage with other organisa-
tions and ideas, and to benefit from opening up a reciprocal discussion.

The chapters in this book offer a multi-faceted experience of both
scientific and creative interest with important results, as well as being
fascinating in their range and reach, covering both current and long
past worldwide issues.

On behalf of COWAP and its wider community, I would like to say
how grateful we are to Arlene Kramer Richards and Lucille Spira for
their unstinting and, above all, thoughtful hard work in enabling this
book to come to fruition. The chapters’ vibrancy indicates that as
psychoanalytic thinking and work becomes more complex and we
need to deepen our understanding of the analytic process, what comes
with that is a greater awareness of shared ground and a clarity with
respect to broader ways of understanding the field.
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I am struck above all by the combined creativity that emerges with
the fields studied and in the ways of studying them, and in that way
much that is new has been created in this book.

Frances Thomson-Salo
Overall Chair,
Committee on Women and Psychoanalysis



PREFACE

Myths of Mighty Women: Their Application in Psychoanalytic Psycho-
therapy began with a conference sponsored by the Committee on
Women and Psychoanalysis (COWAP) of the International Psycho-
analytical Association, held at the Karen Horney Center in New York
City, October 2014.

We started with the premise that psychoanalytic psychotherapists
and psychoanalysts empower women when they help them to connect
with strong female figures who, throughout time, have transcended
limits, barriers, and met challenges boldly. Myths of such mighty
women can inspire both psychotherapists and their patients to persist
in doing what is necessary to successfully fulfil their quests. In that
process, we identify with the might of our ancestors, find strength
within ourselves, and the “grandmothers” have their place at the
table.

Here, through the voices of our esteemed contributors, some of
whom presented at the conference, we present myths from eastern
and western society that illustrate the various images and characteris-
tics that have helped to shape values inherent in women'’s roles.

As Campbell (2008) says about mythic characters, psychoanalytic
psychotherapists and their patients engage in a journey, often with

XiX



XX PREFACE

some reluctance on the part of the patient, towards a particular end.
Here, we show how the myths presented in this work are useful to us
and to the patients whom we treat. Towards this end, after each
section of our authors’ contributions, we discuss how a particular
myth, as it resonates with various views within psychoanalysis, can be
used to better understand and help our women patients to develop
their voices so that they can enrich both their lives and those of others.

References

Campbell, J. (2008). The Hero With a Thousand Faces. Novato, CA: New
World Library.



Introduction: Mighty Medea,
or why female figures from
Greco-Roman antiquity matter
today

Ronnie Ancona

Whether we are psychoanalysts, patients, classics professors, students,
or members of today’s culture occupying various other positions (and,
of course, these positions can overlap), the pull of the myths of mighty
women or of the lives of actual mighty women from the past is strong.
Figures like Clytemnestra, Pandora, Helen of Troy, Antigone, Medea,
Clodia, and Cleopatra from Greco-Roman antiquity continue to fasci-
nate wide-ranging audiences.

The idea that myth can become incorporated into psychoanalysis
is, of course, not new. Many today know of Oedipus primarily
because of his appearance in Freud’s Oedipus complex, while female
figures in classical myth have been appropriated as well, as Elektra
was by Jung, and, more recently, Psyche has been by Carol Gilligan
(2002). This appropriation, though, can go both ways. I, for example,
as a Latin scholar, utilised the psychoanalytic work of Jessica Benjamin
(1980) when looking for a model to help explain dominance and sepa-
ration issues in relation to gender in a first century sce Latin poem by
Horace (Ancona, 1989).

Thus, the fact that real world women'’s issues may be aided by a turn
to images of mighty women from the past is a fascinating and welcome
development within an already established nexus of connections

XXi
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between psychoanalysis and the study of classical antiquity. The use
of myths about mighty women from classical antiquity, specifically in
a therapeutic setting, is, in fact, an exciting extension within the general
area of classical reception, which examines how earlier Greco-Roman
works are received in later times and how that later reception can, in
turn, make us rethink those earlier works. (On classical reception,
see Martindale (1993) and Classical Receptions Journal.)

These old stories (of mythic figures and real ones as well) are rein-
terpreted by each generation and by each individual and they take
on new lives. Those reinterpretations can then make us see retro-
spectively the earlier versions anew. Thus, myth can contribute to
psychoanalysis, but psychoanalysis then also contributes to the
study of myth because the myth becomes new in each of its instanti-
ations, including those in the therapeutic setting addressed in this
volume.

I will share with you here a few brief reflections on my experience
teaching about the figure of Medea to a group of students at Hunter
College who had little or no background in the subject. My course is
called “Medea: Ancient and Modern Figure in Literature and the Arts”
and is offered in the Thomas Hunter Honors Program. Put briefly,
Medea is the princess from Colchis on the Black Sea who helps the
Greek hero Jason to get the magical Golden Fleece. After he leaves her
to remarry, she kills the children she had with him. Students read the
most famous version of Medea, that written by the Greek playwright
Euripides in the fifth century BCE, but they experience many other
Medeas as well.

While students are not the same as patients, they do share with
patients a unique set of issues and interests. Just as a particular feature
of a given myth may be useful for addressing a specific issue in ther-
apy with a particular individual, so a given feature of the same myth
may capture the imagination of a particular student. Students learn
over the course of a term that Medea is a very hard figure to “pin
down”, as they examine numerous works of literature, dance, film,
and opera that contain a version of Medea.

While recognising a core to her myth, students see the great varia-
tion in how she is reinterpreted over time and over different genres.
The myth contains potentially relatable material, but its appearance in
a specific formal context (a given play or poem or film) that establishes
boundaries for how we interpret her forces the student to see the
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version of Medea that is there and not the one he or she might want
to see there.

Here are some of the ways in which versions of her story may
differ. They might provide varied motivations and justifications for
the killing of her children. Some might emphasise her divinity (she is
the granddaughter of Helios, the Sun). Others make her quite human.
In some, her foreignness (she is not Greek) is emphasised. In others,
that feature is less important. In some, the chorus sympathises with
her; in others, they do not. For both Jason and Medea, the significance
of love or sex can vary, as does that of the heroic code with which each
can be associated. Finally, how each of them is depicted as a parent
might change depending on the perspective presented in a given
work. Thus, the student must really read, or view and respond to, the
particular Medea and cannot make generalisations about her that the
specific work cannot support.

Her story is so powerful that it almost automatically seems to
produce emotional as well as intellectual connections with the stu-
dents. This is part of why the course is so exciting to teach. The
student most taken with Medea’s jealousy of Jason’s new wife and
with her witchy powers to cause destruction might be especially
drawn to Martha Graham’s modern dance piece from the 1940s,
“Cave of the Heart,” which does not focus on the issue of infanticide,
at least not directly. Another student, interested in the younger, more
innocent Medea, might be more drawn to the version of her found in
Apollonius of Rhodes’ third century BCE Greek epic, Argonautica,
which focuses on her early relationship with Jason. Another, inter-
ested in the feminist potential of Medea’s story, would probably be
excited by her speech to the chorus on the constraints of marriage for
women in Euripides’ version as well as by the 1970s depiction of her
in the context of feminism found in Jules Dassin’s film, A Dream of
Passion.

Students, of course, must argue for their interpretations in an acad-
emic context based on the evidence of the particular work under
examination, but that does not preclude divergence of points of view.
This produces lively debate in class and provides many opportunities
for critical writing. Medea, in the same work, can often be viewed as
right or wrong, sympathetic or unsympathetic, caring for her children
or not caring for her children, human or god-like, sane or crazy.
Finally, as a composite figure, she is potentially all of these things and
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that is why discussion and interpretation often hinges less on what
she did than on why. Students become engaged with her motivation
and her power. They are attracted to her fearlessness and her ability
to take control of a situation, despite her horrific deed of infanticide.

Whether she is sane or crazy, loves her children or does not, loves
Jason or hates him (and these are, in many ways, polarities that good
art and literature deny), she is ultimately compelling. It is this
compelling quality of Medea—she is something “out there” in the
“separate” world of story and myth that almost forces us to react
personally—that allows for a rich double experience of relatability
and distance. When we teach literature and the arts, we want our
students to react with passion as well as with critical acumen. In the
clinical context, where brain and emotions are also engaged (and not
always in synchronisation), I can imagine how myth might be a poten-
tially liberating tool for clinician and patient alike.

References

Ancona, R. (1989). The subterfuge of reason: Horace, Odes 1.23 and the
construction of male desire. Helios, 16: 49-57

Benjamin, J. (1980). The bonds of love: rational violence and erotic domi-
nation. In: H. Eisenstein & A. Jardine (Eds.), The Future of Difference
(pp. 41-70). New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers.

Classical Receptions Journal. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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Ancona’s introduction: implications
for psychoanalytic psychotherapists

Arlene Kramer Richards and Lucille Spira

Mighty Medea is an inspiring woman character and a frightening one.
Her myth, and especially the way Ronnie Ancona teaches it, can
inspire the clinician to:

e explore the patient’s ambivalent feeling towards any mythologi-
cal figure;

e elaborate the feelings about the mythological character at differ-
ent ages so as to open the possibilities for change and develop-
ment over time;

e help the patient develop awareness of the point of view of other
people towards the mythological figure, to tolerate the differ-
ences and to appreciate the widening of her world when these
alternative ways of understanding are explored.
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