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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 organisations 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.

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 Psychotherapy began with a conference sponsored by the Committee on Women and Psychoanalysis (COWAP) of the International Psychoanalytical 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 characteristics 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 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.
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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 fascinate 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 separation issues in relation to gender in a first century BCE 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 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 reinterpreted by each generation and by each individual and they take on new lives. Those reinterpretations can then make us see retrospectively 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 instantiations, 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 therapy 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 variation 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 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 students. 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, interested 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 academic 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 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 potentially liberating tool for clinician and patient alike.
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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:

	explore the patient’s ambivalent feeling towards any mythological figure;
 	elaborate the feelings about the mythological character at different ages so as to open the possibilities for change and development over time;
 	help the patient develop awareness of the point of view of other people towards the mythological figure, to tolerate the differences and to appreciate the widening of her world when these alternative ways of understanding are explored.



Part I
The Power of Goddesses and Strong Women


Chapter One
What do women want? Inanna and the might of women

Arlene Kramer Richards

Introduction

Why do psychoanalysts study myths? Arlow (1961) thought,


The myth is a particular kind of communal experience. It is a special form of shared fantasy, and it serves to bring the individual into relationship with members of his cultural group on the basis of certain common needs. Accordingly, the myth can be studied from the point of view of its function in psychic integration—how it plays a role in warding off feelings of guilt and anxiety, how it constitutes a form of adaptation to reality and to the group in which the individual lives, and how it influences the crystallization of the individual identity and the formation of the superego. (p. 375)



In this formulation, the myth serves the society in allowing forbidden wishes a place in reality but containing these wishes so that they do not disrupt the social order. At the same time, myths serve a purpose for each individual in the society. The myth allows an individual to feel less alone, more like others, and more a part of a reliable environment. It “holds” the individual in the sense of Winnicott (1972) and it provides safety in the sense of Sullivan (1968), while it can link all humans in a sense of common underlying wishes, in Jung’s (1981) view, and relate people to one another in the process of telling, listening, reading, or viewing the mythological cosmos (Schlochower, 2013). All of these different analytic theories accord a place of importance to myths.

Many of the myths that have been collected and studied are myths of the hero or the king and his path to sovereignty and his downfall from that position. Campbell (2008) collected and discussed the myths in many cultures of how the kingship is ended by death and the next king is the hero who has displaced the prior one. No one has yet put together a parallel set of myths of womanly power in western and eastern cultures, or attempted to find the common thread of how women are empowered and dethroned. It is such a mythology for women that we are now addressing in this volume. Putting together a work parallel to Campbell’s myths of mighty men would take much work and require genius like his. However, as a group, we can start on this project with the hope that others will contribute to it and that someone will be able to synthesise what is collected and be interested in doing so. This work would, I hope, help women to see ourselves as having common wishes, hopes, aspirations, fears, doubts, and ways of dealing with all of the contradictions between them.

Myths of mighty women stretch back as far as the origins of spoken language. The earliest such myth that has come down to us in written form is that of Inanna, Queen of Heaven, from Sumer, which was written two thousand years before the Old Testament, the Hebrew Bible. Ironically, this myth from people who lived in what is now Southern Iraq is a kind of message from the ancients of what was the most advanced civilisation in the world to a contemporary civilisation in which Iraq is a problem, not a solution.

Inanna develops

Inanna has a story. It is set in the time when everything on earth had been made; it is explicit that even bread had been made. So, this is a story of the beginning of agriculture and the time when shepherds and farmers lived together. Her story starts with her nurturing a tree. She waits for it to grow, but a serpent goes to live in its roots, a bird in its branches, and Lillith, the wild woman, lives in its trunk. Gilgamesh, Inanna’s brother, cuts down the tree to make her a throne and a bed, and she uses the top branches to make him a crown. She has the throne, the symbol of worldly power and the bed, the symbol of sexuality and procreation. Then she goes to visit her father, Enki. On the way, she leans against an apple tree and looks at her vulva. She applauds herself, naming herself the Queen of Heaven.

This scene of Inanna looking at her vulva and declaring herself the Queen of Heaven attributes woman’s power to the awareness of her vulva and the display of the vulva leads to pride in the self. This view is the opposite of Freud’s supposition that a little girl feels deprived when she sees her vulva, thinking it inferior to the little boy’s penis. It receives later confirmation in the modern psychoanalytic literature, which describes female development in terms of pride, satisfaction, and disparagement of the penis (Mayer, 1985; Richards, 1995). In this view, the little girl feels the vulva as a source of pleasure and, therefore, sees anything different in the way of genitals as alien, threatening, and to be rejected. Freud thought that the little girl was envious of the penis, and that observation was the cause of much misery to the growing girl and the grown woman. I think that penis envy is thus conflated with rejection of a genital different from the vulva.

When she reaches her father, Enki, the God of Wisdom, she is offered butter cake, water, and beer. She eats and then drinks beer with her father. They drink and drink. She makes him drunk. While drunk, he gives her all the holy powers he has, including godship, kingship, priest-ship, priestess-ship, the arts, including the art of prostitution, the sciences, the emotions, the crafts, agriculture, procreation, judge-ship, and the power of decision making.

Thus, Inanna derives her power from her father. Patriarchy precedes matriarchy. Unlike the story of matriarchy and goddess worship as prior to patriarchy and a male god (Gimbutas, 1989), this myth tells of a daughter grabbing power from her father by making him drunk. It foreshadows the myths of women stealing men’s powers in the bible (Ostriker, this volume). It also foreshadows Sara, Delilah, Judith, and other women who use intellectual power to overcome men’s physical power.

Inanna celebrates her powers when she brings them to her own city. Now she takes a husband. She wants a farmer, but a shepherd insists that he has more to give her. They argue and:


The word they had spoken
was a word of desire.
From the starting of the quarrel came the lovers’ desire.

(Wolkstein & Kramer, 1983, p. 34)



This description of the role of aggression in fuelling sexual passion sounds both modern and compelling. It could be advice from a marriage counsellor or a family therapist. It could be a precursor of the psychoanalytic theory proposed by Melanie Klein (1952). The aggression integrated into the tenderness of love fuels desire (Lacan, 1973).

Waiting

Then waiting fuels desire. With her chosen lover at her door,


Inanna, at her mother’s command,
Bathed and anointed herself with scented oil.
She covered her body with the royal white robe.
She readied her dowry.
She arranged her precious lapis beads around her neck.
She took her seal in her hand.

(Wolkstein & Kramer, p. 35)



Again, this waiting time for the husband is a time for increasing her own desire. Inanna does not rush to open her door. She uses the time to increase her own desire. She chooses to make herself desirable with perfume, clothing, and jewellery, very much like a modern woman. By the time she opens her door to her husband, she is eager and ready.

In the Inanna myth, both the virginity and the elaborate preparations for the marital intercourse are dramatic.

She asks,


Who will plow my vulva? (p. 37)
And her husband answers,

Great lady, the king will plow your vulva.
I, Dumuzi the King will plow your vulva.

(p. 37)



So far, the romance and love-making are explicit and unsurprising except in the frankness of the language. But the tone veers gradually; the lovers start to speak of their love in the past tense.

Inanna says,


He shaped my loins with his fair hands,
The shepherd Dumuzi filled my lap with cream and milk,
He stroked my pubic hair,
He watered my womb.
He laid his hands on my holy vulva,
He smoothed my black boat with cream,
He quickened my narrow boat with milk,
He caressed me with milk,
He caressed me on the bed.

(p. 44)



This frank description of sexual love leads Inanna and Dumuzi to a marriage that produces two sons who grow up in their family.

However, the idyll does not last forever.

Waning

Later, Dumuzi her husband says,


Set me free my sister, set me free.
You will be a little daughter to my father
Come, my beloved sister, I would go to the palace.
Set me free . . .

(p. 48)



The text is explicit. Dumuzi wants to remain in the family, offering the position of little sister rather than wife to Inanna. He wants to get out of the sexual relationship and into a loving but fraternal relationship with Inanna.

The romance is over. Inanna goes to the underworld, where she dies and her corpse is hung on the wall. The aching description of her sadness when the marriage ends shows her in the underworld as a metaphor for how she feels in her heart. She mourns him, weeps for his loss and hers. Yet, she does not stay there forever. Being cared for by people in the middle world, she is rescued by their care. When she is rescued, she must provide someone in her place. First, she considers her female friend and adviser, but rejects that idea because she has been faithful to Inanna in war and peace. Then she considers but rejects sacrificing her elder son, then her younger son, but she agrees to sacrifice her estranged husband, the shepherd Dumuzi. He can mourn endlessly instead of her.

But he has family also. Dumuzi’s sister mourns him. She begs Inanna to rescue her brother. This is the perfect retort for Inanna. He wanted her to be a sister to him; she allows his sister to be his partner. Inanna offers him half the year in the underground, half in the middle world. She agrees to have his sister serve the other half of the sentence, going down into the underworld when he comes up, and coming back up when he goes down. The story is over; the yearly cycle of six months of fertility and six months of rest is set. For ancient times, the story is happy as well as just.

What does it tell us for our time? First, it precedes the story of Persephone (Kulish & Holtzman, 2008), who leaves her mother for her lover in the underworld for six months of the year. Psychoanalysts have made much of the ambivalence in the story of the daughter’s love for her mother being diminished by her love for her husband. Yet, Inanna’s myth is different. Her mother is not even part of the story. Inanna is clear: she can live without her husband but cannot live without her female friend and helper and not without her sons. Her story is the story of a woman who fulfils her own destiny, enjoys her sexuality, her lover, and her husband, but finally chooses her own power and her loyalty to her children over her attachment to her husband. Inanna is a woman who can tolerate separation from her husband. Unlike Persephone, she does not spend any time in the underworld; unlike Persephone, she does not choose loyalty to her mother; unlike Persephone, she does not rely on the offer her husband makes her, she decides her own fate.

The modern woman

In this sense, Inanna is a modern woman. The Inanna story means different things to women at different stages in life. To the teenage girl, the story of her getting power from her father (Katz, 2002) is both meaningful and practical. Rather than wishing for a Prince Charming to make her his mate and settling for the status of a second rate power, she can see herself as trading her child status for young adulthood and achievements of her own. She can, as an older teenager or young adult, see the power of Inanna’s sexuality, her taking possession of her own body and her pride in the beauty and power of her vulva as a path she can follow.

The waiting time for marriage in Inanna’s story is echoed in modern marriage customs in the USA and in eastern cultures as well. A bride in China takes a day off from her job to buy the perfect shoes for her wedding; an American bride takes her mother to many stores to watch her try on one gown after another; an Indian bride sits patiently while her hands are adorned with henna patterns of great intricacy. All such customs delay the wedding and enhance its importance in the minds of the bridal couple, their families, and their friends. The delay serves as a frame enhancing the import of the event. In the USA, this waiting time and elaborate ritual of choosing the place, choosing the guests, choosing the invitations, planning the seating arrangements for the wedding meal, planning the music and the flowers and the colour schemes, choosing the bridesmaids, choosing what they will wear, choosing the groomsmen and what they will wear, and endless other details of a wedding is such an intricate process that people hire professional wedding planners to see to all the details. The constantly increasing intricacies replace the former emphasis on waiting for the consummation of a marriage by preserving the bride’s virginity until the wedding night. When premarital sex became ubiquitous, the substitution of the wedding party ritual has filled the place of premarital chastity as a frame for the importance of the marital commitment.

Implications for treatment

Treating a depressed young woman who felt overwhelmed by her parents’ success in their working lives and their wealth and power, I spent several years supporting her in her efforts to develop a life of her own. Her road was bumpy. She did not feel pride in her own small achievements when she compared them to what her parents had achieved. When she pursued a field that was too emotionally difficult for her because it required a self-confidence she did not feel, she became depressed again. Leaving that was difficult for her, but with support from her family and from me she chose another field and went to school to train for that. Again, she felt less than adequate. Her best friend had entered that field. She worried whether her friend would feel that she had intruded on her friend’s territory. I connected that to fear that her parents would reject her if she succeeded in becoming anything other than their daughter. We talked a lot about how she wanted to be more powerful than they were. Wanting that was what kept her unable to compete with anyone. She was too terrified of inciting others to feel the murderous envy she felt. I interpreted that to her in the form of “What could happen if your father saw you as doing better than him?” We explored the role of envy in herself making her afraid of the envy of others.

I used the Inanna story for my own understanding of a path out of her paralysing envy. She could use her father’s power if he made her a gift of it. She could ask his advice for a career choice. He might become proud of her if she used that advice. Like Inanna, she could accept the cultural understanding that her father could give her. Understanding herself as someone who could make her parents proud of the good start they had given her helped her to allow herself success in a field related to the work her father did. She could see it as a continuation of his power rather than a challenge to it. She still vacillates between fear of success and determination to grow up and be independent. But she has come further in her current field than she ever did in her former one and she is continuing to work hard towards her goal.

Yet, the myth of Inanna does not stop with marriage as “happily ever after”. Her story continues into the challenges of adulthood. She chooses the man she will marry; she does not wait to be chosen. She chooses a man who brings gifts, who wants her enough to overcome her reluctance. She gives him kingship rather than becoming queen through her marriage. She is unafraid of her power. She wields power in the world even through the years of motherhood and child rearing. And then her husband asks for his freedom.

Inanna gives her husband the freedom he asks for and she chooses her own freedom. She takes what she wants and what she does not want she leaves.

The myth has a developmental message: the young bride is in love with her husband, but once she recognises that her husband does not want to stay with her, her first loyalty is to her children.

Imagine a modern woman in the same situation: her husband has told her that she is no longer what he wants. She has spent the last twenty-five years bringing up their children in a suburban town. When he married her, she was a successful academic; now she is so long out of her field that she cannot go back. He is no longer interested in her. The children are off at college; he no longer comes home to hear her talk to and about them. Talking with her now is talking trivia. Women at work are much more interesting. She goes into a depression. How can she get out of it? Just when she needs him most, he is not there for her. It would be all too easy to blame her husband for ending the marriage, but the story of Inanna suggests a different outcome.

The story of Inanna helps. The modern woman recognises her own power. She has spent these twenty-five years developing social and managerial skills. At this stage of her life, she can use those to start a business. Her idea is to offer high quality day care to working mothers. She can get other older women to work at this after they have successfully raised their own children. She knows many people in her town, even a person who has a very large old house that could be used for a day care centre. She develops a sideline to her business catering dinners, so that the parents who come to pick up their children can get dinner at the same time. She is doing what she did as a wife, but now, on her own, it is an interesting and satisfying business. She is not making a lot of money, but with the settlement from her divorce she has enough to live on. Like Inanna, she has a domain she can take care of. No longer depressed, she is out of the underworld.

This is just one example of how a myth can be used in therapy.
OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
MYTHS
OF
MIGHTY WOMEN

THEIR APPLICATION
IN PSYCHOANALYTIC PSYCHOTHERAPY

EDITED BY
ARLENE KRAMER RICHARDS
anp LUCILLE SPIRA

q





OEBPS/Images/fig00001.jpg
% Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group
LONDON AND NEW YORK





OEBPS/Fonts/LinLibertine-BI.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/LinLibertine-B.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/LinLibertine-R.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/LinLibertine-I.otf


