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ABSTRACT

This thesis engages a multi-disciplinary theoretical approach to identifying,
analysing, and interpreting discourse relating to the feminine and the maternal found at
the intersection of psychoanalysis, feminism, and religion. The study explorés
embodime'nt, gender, and the sacred as expressed in symbolic representations of the
mother and the institution of motherhood in patriarchy. I have therefore drawn on
Freudian and post-Freudian theories, gender analysis, feminist critical analysis, and
~ classical Hindu goddess myth to disqem ways in which sacred images of the mothef serve
to reinforce the oppression of v?omen on the one hand and can be transformed to provide
empowering symbols for women's lived reality on the other. Theory of sacred space is
also employed, pafticularly with regard to the human production of the sacred through
the contested politics of sacred space.

After the introduction in Chapter One, Chapter Two looks at the western history
of the body and dualistic thought, showing how the body is both sexualised and gendered.
Feminist critique of the binary oppositidns pfoduced byAthis history, and how they shape
androcentric perspectives of gender difference, are examined. In Chapter Three I turn to
analysis of Freud's conceptions of gender, femininity,/ and the figure of the preoedipal
mother in his theories of psychosexual development and reiigion. A similar analysis of
post-Freudian theorists Lacan and Winnicott follows in Chapter Four, focusing on how
the preoedipal dyad of mother and infant emerges as an ambiguous sacred space that
simultaneously idealises the mother and represses maternal subjectivity and p;Jwer.
Chapters Five and Six explore psychoanalﬁic feminist theorists who seek to revalorise
the feminine, reclaim maternal agency and subjectivity,‘ and transform the sacred space of

the mother. Further analysis reveals that the hermeneutics of the feminine and the



maternal in both psychoanalytic and feminist theories are suffused with religiously
nuanced and even mystical discourse.

Pursuing possibilities for interpretation and transformation of maternal sacred
space, Chapters Seven and Eight turn more specifically to ;che study of religion. First,
feminist spirituality and "thealogy" are briefly addressed, followed by closer analysis of
Goddess theology articulated in Hindu religious tradition. Feminine principles
underpinning the myths of the Vedas and then, most significantly, the goddess ﬁgﬁres in
post-Vedic Hindu myth, are defined and analysed. This line of analysis further aims to
support the hypothesis that polarised conceptions of the feminine in general, and maternal
subjectivity and power in particular, may be more explicitly expressed in religious myth
than in psychoanalytic theory. This is shown to be especially evident in Hindu myth,
where symbolisations of the divine feminine and the maternal are strongly represented.
Detailed analysis of the attributes of the Hindu goddesses confirms their powerful
ambivalence, which both reflects the problems faced by women in patriarcha] societies
and provides a resource of empowering symbols with which women can identify.
Furthermore, in bringing attention to transforﬁative symbolisations of maternity, the vital
importance for.all human beihgs to recognisie that the (m)other is within us all - both

women and men - is affirmed.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

In setting out on the journey of academic study and research for this thesis, I
have found myself confronted by both the restraints and demands of academic writing
according to the discipline of the humanities and social sciences. The aspiration to
fulfil those academic requirements is, I think, a path well worth pursuing, although it
does evoke a sense of entering a predominantly androcentric world. 'However, there
has also been a sense of encountering a feminist ethos of intervention in, perhaps even
subversion of; this world. |

Such a viewpoint, of course, immediately situates the theoretical approach of
this thesis at the very centre of vigorous debate surrounding issues of gender, both in
society and academic study: What does gender mean? Does gender difference really
exist, and if so, how is it constructed and maintained? Can: gender be identified,
analysed, and-explained, without resorting to essentialist, biological definitions? Are
there "feminine* ways of doing things, and "masculine” Ways of doing things, and if
so, are they irreconcilably: obposed to- one another? - and- so on. These fssues
themselves, although emerging from a ‘personal process, essentially refer to the debate
underpinning the project itself. Perhaps, after all, the personal and the academic are
. not as separate as I have imagined. |

In any event, the aims of this thesis are informed by a profound and personal
interest in the constructioﬁ of the self and its expression, and by a fundamental idea -
that this "self" is not a unitary, static entity which is simply referred to as an individual
human being. The self, I - would argue, is a dynamic, flexible, and multi-faceted being -

an integrated (or sometimes chaotic) mass of diverse "personae," perhaps. Since I do
P P P



not exclude myself from this definition, my own mix of personae has been unavoidably
‘present in the process of situating the research problem in a theoretical framework
and in generating ;1 rationale for this project.

A]though an "aspirant academic” identity may be most relevant for this
journey, and most definitely presents the greatest challenge, ‘the presence of others
cannot be ignored ;‘fof example, western, white, middlé-class, English, South African
resident, ‘niothér,, daughter, wife, sister, fehde, fefninist... and so on. Equally
significant as the "aspirant academic," in terms ’of thé central theme of the thesis -
interpretations of thé "mother" - and inherently be‘rsonal in terms of my "beingness," is
‘the fact that I am a mother and so have had first-hand experience of that role, as well
as 5 first-hand relationship with all the implicatibns and contradictions that reside in
the patriarchal construction of the institution of "mothérhood." This, of course, is my
own unique and subjective experience and thga'rgfore will not ‘be conventivona]ly
perceived as a valid source for academic research, but it sﬁrely' provides, if riothing
élse, a rich source of inspiration,

All these factors, and countless more, have inevitably influenced my
worldview and, in turn, the directions I have taken on the academic pat’h.’ Other past
experiences, too, have just as inexorably sh#ped thevidéeas’I have set out to explore.
Most felevat;t, inj'this context, have been experiences of and participation in what has
~ generally been referred to as the "human potential‘ rtnovement“‘ and the inﬂux‘ of
“"eastern” religions to the "west" in the 1970s, which gave birth to a lasting interest in
the question of what it means to be human, as well; as in psyéhology and Indian

religious traditions, most. particularly Hinduism. More recently, a growing feminist



consciousﬁess has also motivated me't»ov investvigate the significance of gender-
sensitive analysis asa theoretical foundation for academic research in those fields.

Lively feminist debate currently progresses around issues of difference
amongst women both within and among diverse cultures and societies. Although
intensely conflictual séntiments have emerged - for instance, should "first world,"
elitist, white, middle-class women speak for "third world," black, working-class
womeh? - a common thread can be‘ detected affirming that all voices should be heard.
In any event, I will not attempt to speak for anyone, bﬁt neither will this work reflect
the notion that an academic researcher, feminist or otherwise, should not study or '
speak about any communities, worldviews, or religions other than her or his own.
Rather, the approach of this thesis aims to adhere to the guidelines of epoche essential
to comparative and phenomenological study of religion, a discipline that demands not
only the bracketing of the researcher's personal worldview, but also, most
importantly, sensitivity towards and empathy for “other" worlds. However, I remain
acutely aware of the potential pitfalls and problems involved, since it is surely‘
impossible entirely to avoid speakingfrom whokI am and what I have experienced.
This is not, I imagine, a singular experience for students in the academic study of
religion, since the claim of neutrality in éocial scientific researcl; is itself open to
duéstion. Furthermore, I am aware that employing feminist analysis within the study
of religion also signifies taking a position, both personal and political.

To sum up, both personal experience and academic interest are invested in a
project that aims to interweave psychoanalytic théory, feminist theory, and
representations of the Goddess in Hindu myth in ways that might make avuseﬁxl

contribution to the academic study of religion. There are three threads that can be



identified and clarified in order to explain how these fundamental components of the
thesis topic are connected: The first concerns religioﬁ itself, in that my ’approach to
this study is underpinned by David Chidester's propo'séltthat religion répresents, inter
alia, ways of experimenting in being human, involviﬁg ;the negotiation of meaning and
power in human relations that are most often expreséed through myth, symbol,‘and
 ritual (1991 xiii). Religion, ihen, can represént the expression of humanity's highest
aspirations for unity and spirituality on the one hand, and on the other, the expression
of difference and power through cohﬂict, violence, ar;d donﬁnation. In the study of
such a human projéct, I would argue that attention to I.the conStructién of the self, as
both an intrapsychic and intersubjective process, is esse"niial.v Further, I would suggest
that this process Qf negotiation of meaning and powef i‘n human relations inevitably
includes gendered power relations in which iésues of difference play a significant part. |
Therefore, the signiﬁc;mce 'of Vgender, as well as thg method of feminist mﬂysis,
cannot be ignored in app;oacﬁing the intersecﬁon of psychoanalytic 'theory and the
- academic study of religion, devoted as they are to 7ﬂv1e analysis of what it means to be
human.
Second, most feminist theories, however diverse they might be, include
_reference to the construction of the self in their analyses of the significance and
meaning‘ of sex and gender differentiation. This is particularly evident in
psychoanalytiq feminism, and:postmodemist theory, which engages in deconstruction
of humanist assumptions of a unified self, has also pfeSentéd a new path for feminist
R analyéis, ‘vSuch impﬁlses are vital for pushing beyond the margins of a western
patriarchal worldview and the androcentric bias of Enlightenment thought on whiqh

social scientific theories have generally been constructed. Nowhere, perhaps, has



patriarchy had a stroﬁger hold than in the hum}m project of religion itself and
androcentric thought is similarly entrenched in the’h?istory of academic theories of
~ religion (see Gro'ss,, 1977; King, | 1995).

Third, the focal point of this thesis is to discover and analyse images or
conceptions of the mother, arguably the locus of couxjtless assumptions and theories -
about "wonian,“ "femininity," sexuality, gender diﬁ'erericé, and even women's place in
religion and their expression of spirituality. I intend to explore the idea of "mother” as
a symbol of both embodiment and the sacred, thus providing a common thread to
interweave maternal images articulated m ths ﬁelds of ‘psychology (speciﬁcally
psyc‘hoana'lytic» theory, both Freudian and pqst-Freudiaﬁ); feminist theory (particularly
feminist cn’fique of psychoanalysis and consequeryxt‘ fei'nterpretations of the mother);
and religion (s'peciﬁcally Hindu myth concgmiﬁg the Goddess as mother).

More fundamentally, this stu’dy aims to explore embodiment, gender, and the
sacred, as expressed through symbolic representation_s df the mother and motherhood,
in psychoanalysis and religion. The link that I propose‘ éxist's between psychology and
~ religion is that ahy studyiof the construction of the seli', which unavoidably involves
embodiment, is ﬁot limited to the field of psychologf and certainly extends to the
human project of religion and production sf the sacred. Equally, the idea sf the sacred
is,no'ta limited to the field of religion and is afguably implicit in conceptions of the self
(including those of the mother and motherhdod) that. utjderpin ,psychoanalytic,theoi'y.
Furthermore, I would suggest thﬁt issues of gender difference are fundamental to both
psychoanalysis and religion in terms of how the "self" and the "sacred" sre determined

and defined, particularly in relation to the body.



Through such an exploration of embodiment and the'sacred, T intend to argue
that the "maternal body" can be interpreted as "sacred space” in the context of both
psychoanalytic and religious conéeptions of the self, whether human or divine. This
approach requires the introduction of two further points that will provide a wider
theoretical framework for generating a hermeneutics of the mother.

First, spatial analysis will be employed to interpret the body, in this case, the
maternal body. As mentioned earlier, embodiment is an essential and unavoidable
component of individual human identity and it is in thiés sense that human beings are
spatially structured. For example, L. Shannon Jung poiints out that all human beings,
whether male or female, are spatial in terms of physical extensionality. In fact, we
experience our spatiality in both an internal and exterhal sense: "we have a sense of
ourselves as being physical and we actually are physical" (Jung, 1988: 56).

In a wider but more abstract sense, spatial #nalysis will also be used to
examine "motherhood" as socially and politically institutionalised space that is
delimited‘ by the maternal body - an institution that arguably has often been
constructed, idealised, and seéularised in ways that have denied the reality of women's
subjéctivity and experience of being fully human. Furthermore, this maternal space has
emerged in psychoanalytic feminist thought in ways that echo religiousiy nuanced
discourse, such as contemporary feminist critique of thé "motherhood myth" found in
psychoanalysis (Suleiman,ﬂ 1985: 360). For example, Madelon Sprengnether analyses
the desire of all human beings to return to “that stateé of fullness of Being" that is
falsely identified with "maternal plenitude” - a longingi she argues, that is afforded

mystical significance (1990: 245-46).



In this context of spatial analysis of the maternal body and the institution of
motherhood, the tension between sexual difference and gender difference makes itself
strongly felt, the former assumed to be based on essential, bodily differences
manifested in biological sexuality and the latter emerging from socially-constructed
ideas. But can these two, in reality, be so tidily séparate&? Or are we entering yet
another contentious arena of social relations and binary oppositions, generated by
patriarchy, that in truth points to a clouded mix of sexual and gendered distinctions?

Second, it is in the context of socially and politically constructed space that
the term “sacred" is appropriated, itself a contested concept in the academic study of
religion. To support é definition of maternal embodiment or the institution of
motherhood as sacred space, I refer to the distinction between substantial and
situational definitions of the sacred in the study of religion, ahd Chidester's exﬁlicatioh
of the poetics and politics of sacred space (Chidester, 1994; Chidester and Linenthal,
1995). In terms of intrinsically religious or spiritual conceptions of the fenﬁrﬁne, such
as images of the Goddess as "divine mother" in Hinduism and other religious
traditions, a shbstantial definition of the sacred could be advanced. This refers to a
subjectively experienced manifestation of spiritual power and of the sacred, which
scholars of religion hﬁve attempted to define objectively in various ways, such as
Otto's essentialist definition of the "holy" and “experiencg of the numinous." Linking
substantial deﬁnition’ and spatia] analysis of the sacred, Chidester refers to the "poetics
of sacred space" (1994: 211-12). |

| However, this study will also stress the relevance of the humanly constructed
interpretations of the sacred, which Durkheim identified as a focal integrating and

stabilising force in human society. Such a perspective points to a situational definition



of the sacred as humanly produced through "cultural labour" and “ritualization"
(Chidester, 1994: 211). Again, in terms of spatial analysis, the "politics of sacred
space” is defined as the sacralisation of a place through cohtested power relations, a
process involving the following components: the colonisation of space and its
location; inclusion and exclusion (for example, who would defile the sacred space and
therefore should be excluded from it?); possession and dispossession (who owns it?);
and exile (where experience of dislocation and remoteness from a place makes it seem
sacred) (Chidester, 1994: 228-29). Included in an inventory of “places” that might be
sacralised, and indeed contested, is the human body (see Chidester and Linenthal,
1995: 6-9).

In the course of this thesis, it will become evident that most of these
situational aspects of the politics of sacréd space can be. applied to certain conceptions
of the human, maternal body and to the patriarchal institutionalisation of matemal
space ("motherhood"). Clearly, the maternal body represents a site of contested and
gendered power relations. For example, the maternal body is colonised (by the infant,
by patriarchal social and economic systems; and often by men); its ownership is
certainly contested (the abortion debate being a case in point); and in terms of
psychoanalytic interpretations of birth, separation, and the human longing for return
to “maternal plenitude," inclusion, exclusion, and exile are equally evident. In fact,
further analysis of the idea of "maternal plenitude" may well reveal closely interwoven
strands of both the poetics and politics of sacred space. Furthermore, although images
of the Goddess and "divine mother" in Hindu myth imply substantial, divinely revealed

symbols of the sacred, it might also be argued that they are macrocosmic symbols of



the maternal body> whose meanings are humanly contested, reinterpretevd, and
reconstructed thrbugh the politics of sacred space.

However, a question still remains: What potential theoretical value can be
found in a mix of psychoanalysis, aﬁ intrinsically western theory born of ‘the European
Enlightenment's ﬂndmental attachment to reason and rationality above all else, and
Hindu goddess hYth that is embedded in ancient Indian metaphysics? Clearly, this
juxtaposition has emerged from personal interests discussed earlier, but it is also
footed in academic concerns and questions concerning the relation between
psychology and religion, as well as representétions of gender that suffuse that
relationship: A psychology of religion thaf interprets all religious and spiritual
experience as a psychological process of projection and transference (interpreted by
Freud as a "feminine® trait of dependence on the father) is hardly, to my mind, an
‘ adequate explication of those concemns. Therefore, I intend to pursue the relevant
issues that might arise from what Maurice Fri‘edman calls "the meeting of religion and
psychology,” which he has suggested as a fruitful alternative ﬁ'amework to that of
bsychology of feligion, on the one hand, or religious psychology, on the other
(1992: 60-1).

For decades now, many "westerners" have become disenchanted with the
formalised religious structures they were born into and many have turned to some
form of psychological therap'eutic technique or Indian religious teaching to find a
spiritual path. Even more so have women questione'd; and often rejected, the
androcentric bias of western, monotheisﬁc religions and looked in similar directions in
their search for a spiritual home. Moreover, feminist scholars in the academic study Qf

_religion - whether in the field of comparative religion, psychology of religion, or
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theology - havg balAso‘ ldoked to psychoanalysis and Indian religioﬁs traditions for more
“uéer-ﬁiendly" theoretical resources for women's sbiﬁtualiiy (see, for instanée, Naomi
| Goldenberg; Rita'Gross). As Urs;ula King points?outjin her recent text Religion and
Gender, "Some of the liveliest debates ‘at present rcykoncem God-languvage,’ feminist
ethics, feminist s'piritlyxality,- religious attitudes to thé body and sexuality, the
relationship between feminism, religion, anci ﬁSychoaﬂaiysis" (1995: 29).
The theoretical direction of this work, therefofe‘, Begins‘at the intersection of
- psychoanalysis, fenﬁnism, and religion. It aims to pursue a gender-sensitive, énd
§ometimes spcciﬁc‘a.lly feminist, analysis of imageﬁ' of the mother and maternal
embodiment represented in Freudian and posthreudian psychoana.lytic theory and
Hindu mythic images Qf the Goddess. This analytical approach seeks to assess the
signjﬁcance of gender difference and gendered power. relations in the constmctidn of
these often religiously nuanced images. For example, Freud's pSychplogy of the
developmgnt of | the individual humén psyche mystifies "femininity" and attempts to
répress the significance of the mother and femal!e sexuality. Similarly; his iheoﬁes
‘ con(:emin'gAtlvxe; origins and develo'pment of human cﬁlture and pzifriarcha.l religiori
représs the signiﬁcanée and place of mother-goddesses, who, he surmised, might havé
prece:c‘ijed' the' fafher-gods. Moreover, the possible existence of matriarchy, "mother-
nght," and' goddess-worship before patriarchal soCia.lb"bl;ga.nisation also proved an
venigma for Freud. Buf his association of the mothér with union, and then loss and
longing (and even death), brings a mystical qua;ligy to his maternal imaée_s. |
On the other hand,‘I will argue, post—Freﬁdian object relations theory
(particularly that of D.W. Winnicott), although relatively more sensitive to the

significance of the mother, over-emphasises (and argﬁab‘ly sacralises) her role and
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burdens her with accountability for the héalthy or dyéﬁmctional development of the
human psyche. Nevertheless, the maternal role is essential to Winnicott's thought
about the origins of human creativity and religion. I intend to examine a range of
coﬁtradictions such as those noted above that are found in psychoanalytic theory, and
critically analysed in feminist theory, followed by an exploration of how they are
replicated, and perhaps even resolved, in images of the Goddess in Hindu myth.

This pursuit of a hermeneutics of the mother fundamentally aims to contribute
a theoretical resource for affirming the essential place of gendered analysis in the
study of religion, as well as for research into and revalorisation of the feminine.
However, although this work essentially rests on theory, it is not simply a study‘ of
one aspect of the "feminine principle" as expressed‘ in psycho’analysis and religion. I
hope that it will also contribute towards a resource of empovfering symbols for
women's lived reality, particularly in the context of exploring where spirit, mind, and
body meet (or diverge) in human experience, both social and metaphysical..

Finally, I have been inspired by the written works of a multitude of scholars
from all the disciplines included in this thesis. 1 acknowledge all of them for their
shared knowledgé - and my reliance on it - and deeply appreciate the support it has
provided in completing this study. However, four writers have particularly influenced
the direction of my thinking and are fundamental to this research, since it was their
work that first ignited a passionate interest within me and presented a challenge - even
an invitation - to start the process. I single out these authors - Naomi Goldenberg,
Adrienne Rich, Jessica Benjamin, and Madelon Sprengnether - only because of their

special role in inspiring me to dream up the topic and embark on the journey.
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First, Naomi Goldenberg has so clearly illustrated the damage done to women
by the separation of mind (or soul) and body in traditional western religious thought,
for e'xample, in her critique of Jungian theory, "Archetypal Theory and Separation of |
the Mind and Body: Reason Enough to Turn to Freud" (1989). Rejecting Jung's
transcendent archetypeé that reinforce this split, Goldenberg points to Freud and post-
Freudian object relations theory for theoretical resources to help women reclaim the
body and begin to "think through the body." She invites a réworking of Freudian and
post-Freudian psychoanalytic literature that might "rewrite" ideas of sexuality and the
body in western religious and philosophical thought in a way that does not denigrate
women. In a wider context, much of Goldenberg's work points to psychéanalysis,
feminism, and recent "thealogy" of the Goddess as interwoven resources for creating
a spirituality that relates to /ife, not death, and that does not oppress women or
destroy the earth (see 1993).

Second, Adrienne Rich's book Of Woman Born (1986) dramatically disrupts
western images of women through critical anaiysis of idealised notions of the mother
and the "sacred calling" of motherhood that contradict and negatively implact women's
lived feality. Her historical analysis of patriarchy, and critique of scholarly works on
the history of matriarchy and the power of the "primordial mother," offer rich
resources for the study of psychoanalytic and religious images of the mother. In her
conclusion, Rich extends an ﬁnequivocal challenge to all women who recognise the
need for an essential change in human society: "I am realiy asking whether women
cannot begin, at last, to think through the body... this is where we have to begin"

(284-85).
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Third, Jessica Benjamin's The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism, and
the Problem of Domination (1990) offers a fenﬁ'nist reconceptualisation of
psychoanalytic theory that critiques Freud's emphasis oh the father-son relationship.
Instead, drawing on object relations theory, she focuses on a spatial an‘alysis of the
mother-infant dyad in a way that emphasises the: signiﬁcaﬁce of intersubjective
relations and tﬁe human need for recognition, and crgatcs a possibility for the rhutual
krecognition; between two subjects. Here, Benjamin challenges us to re-evaluate —thé
exercise of power apparent in g‘endér relations that epitomise the subject’s (usually
male) domination of the other (usually female), a psycjhoanalytic relational construct
that can be transposed to religion and human rela’tionship with the divine (whether
“father" or "mother"). For example, Judith Van Herik's text Freud on Femininity and
Faith is based on the argument that "Freud's theories of gender (mental femininity and
masculinity) and of religion are internally related" (1982: 1). Benjamin's work, I think,
presents an opportunity to rethink gender relations and the origins of social
relationships in general, as well as humankrelat'ions with the divine, within a Confext, of
maternal space that could be interpreted as "sacred.”

Finally, in The Spectral Mother: Freud, Feminism, and Psychoanalysis
(1990), Madelon Sprengnether's innovative feminist reading of Freud extricates
hidden eXtracts where Freud himself was unable to maintain fully his erasure of the
preoedipal mother and hisrreliimce on the son's ac}ﬁevément of oedipal masculinity for
the creation of culture. Sprengnether, rather, elicits a story of the preoedipal mother
that concludes by showing that the body of the mother becomes a "metaphor for the

fundamental estrangement of being" (1990: 243). -The last lines of her book offer
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opportunities for both women and men to pursue self-knowledge and understanding

of the effects of gender difference in their lives:

We are, each of us, male and female, fallen out of that state of fullness
of Being which we sometimes imaging as paradise, which we seek
falsely to identify with intrauterine existence. And yet each of us enters
the world through thg body of a woman - a carnal enigma that has
virtually baffled our systems of understanding. Rather than fleeing,
condemning, or idealising the body of the (m)other, we need to
récognise her in ourselves... If the sense of esfrangement and
 familiarity which we choose to name subjectivity resides in our very
flesh, then what we need is a whéle new metaphysics beginning here.

(Sprengnether, 1990: 245-6)

" These words offer an invitation to begin this project, for they demonstrate a link
between psychoanalysis and feligion, a link that provides inSpirationAfor a feminist
analysis of the mother as embodied sacred space. In calling for a new metaphysics to
facilitate a new (and post-patriarchal) reading of the mother and the body that
supports female subjectivity, I would argue that we are called back to the human
‘project of religion.

All societies create their own cultural and religious myths and then reproduce
and reinterpret those myths over the é.gés in order to progress in the aspiration to be
fully human. It is here that the reciprocal interaction between human beings' lived

‘reality and myth is played out. It is genefally accepted that the majority of the world's
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religions are patriarchal and therefore the symbolic language of religious myth is most

_often read and re-read from an androcentric viewpoint that supports a hierarchical and
patriarchal system in reality. Freud himself, as I will later examine in depth, created his
own entirely patriarchal mythology, based 6n permutations of the ancient Oedipus
myth, to explain the originé of human culture and religion. He used his androcentric
view of the microcosm - the developmenf of the individual human psyche - as a
template for his interpretations of the macrocosm - the development of "western
civilisation."

Following  my analysis of images of the mother that are embedded in
psychoémalytic literature ahd its aim' to uncover the symbolic and religious discourse
that can be found there, I intend to approach different "embbdiments"' .of Devi (the
Goddess) in Hindu religious tradition and myth. In doing so, the androcentric views of
the mother and embodiment that can be found in patriarchal readings of these myths
will inevitably come to light. But more importantly, I will look to fresh possibilities for
working towards a "new r';letaphysics" through "post-patﬁarchal" readings of the
mother in Hindu myth which might prdvide a resource for women, and men, to stop
"fleeing, condemning, or idealising the bbdy of the (ni)other" so that we might begin
"to recognise her in ourselves" (Sprengnether, 1990: 246). |

For this final stage of the journey, which will carry us inté- the realm of the
goddesses in Hindu myth, I am indebted to hany scholars of Hindu religion, most
'especi.ally‘C. Mackenzie Brown, Thomas Coburn, Rita Gross, David Kinsley, ‘and
Tracy Pintchman. Their work on Hindu goddess figures has nqt only contributed

_ significantly to the vast project of recovering female symbols and the divine feminine
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in religion, but has also supported the call for gender analysis to be taken seriously in
the academic study of religion.

Finally, to return to a point raised earlier concerning the relevance of this
thesis for women's lived experience, Lina Gupta's worcis in her essay " Kali, the
Savior" (1991) offer appropriate support: "How can contemporary women identify
themselves .with a mythical character? I think there is an interaction between a
contemporary woman's psyche and the mythic behaviour patterns of the goddess,
patterns that inform and are played out in-a woman's life" (1991: 36). Furthermore, in
the academic context of the social sciences, there is boundless potential for different
women from the countless classifications of humankind that have been dreamed up in
our modern world (such as culture, religion, efhnicity, colour, 'class, sexual
orientation, and so on) to explore and share insights and theoretical resources to
inspire and empower each other (Gross, 1989). It is in this spirit that I pursue this
study, which aims to engage with feminist readings of psychoanalytic discourse and
Hindu goddess myth towards rewriting sacred images of the mother.

The structure and concerns of the remaining eight chapters comprising this
thesis are as vfollows: In Chapter Two, "Gendered Body, Contested Body," the
mind/body split and other binary oppositions generated by the history of the body and
gender are examined, with particular attention to feminiét critique of such oppositional
categories. Turning to the widespread academic interest in the history of the body,
sex, and gender, I intend to show how the body has been sexualised, that is,
interpreted as biological, and how it has been gendered, or socially constructed. The
history of dualistic thought, particularly in relation to sexuality and gender, is traced

from ancient creation myths, Greek philosophy, and early Christianity. Moving on to
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the context of medical and social developments during the Victorian era, it is shown
how the female body and female sexuality itself Secame polaﬁsed into further
oppositional typologies: On the one hand, women were portrayed as controlled,
married, and moral, while on the other, they were typified as uncontrolled, sexual,
immoral, and dangerous. The approach of spatial analy"sis is introduced to argue that
the body is spétial and constitutes a contested locus §f power, a concept that is of
pivotal importance for analysié of the maternal body. In this cbntext, religious
constructions of and attitudes towards the body are addressed.

Chapter Three, "Psxchoanalysis, Gender, and the Sacred Mother," comprises
two sections, the first of which examines Freud's psychoanalytic theory with regard to
individual psychosexual development and gender differentiation. Freud'é explanations
- for the development of gender difference, his mystification of femininity, and his
idealisation of the mother-infant dyad (especially between mother and son) are
discussed. The place and role of the mother and motherhood in Freudian theory is
thus analysed in terms of a maternal sacred space of fulfilment, where Freud's
privileging | of the Oedipus and castration complexes and ideal masculinity
paradoxically discounts and represses the subjectivity and power of the preoedipal
mother. In the second section, similar issues concerning gender and maternal images
are thén raised in the context of Freud's myth concerning the origins of culture and his
theory of religion. 1 examine how, for Freud, the feminine is associated with nature
z;nd women are hostile to culture, while religion is defined as a collective neurosis and
an illusory, childlike depéndence on the exalted father-figure of God.

Chapter Four, "Post-Freudian Interventions," then turns to analysis of post-

Freudian psychoanalytic theory, first focusing on Jacques Lacan's reworking of
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Freud's theory and secbnd, on Objeét relations theory, most specifically the work of
'D.W. Winnicott. Although Lacan remains loyal to Freud's brivileging of the Oedipus
and castration ’complexes,. he pursues a logocentric explicatioh of psychosexual
development, rather than the biological foundation favoured by Freud. Therefore,
Lacan's theory of the development of subjectivity and the splitting of the subject,
sexuality, and gender identity is discussed in some detail, Qith the aim of analysing the
implications for femininity in Lacan's insistence on the primacy of the phallus,
language, and the realm of the Symbolic. Lacan's ideas about the mother. and the
Imaginary realm, as' well as his somewhat mystic conceptualisétion of "woman" as
"Other" and female jouissance, are analysed in terms of the possibilities of a
feconstruétgd female and matemal “sacred space"- beyond the Symbolic.

Wiﬁnidott's object relations theory, howéver, emphasises the importance of the
ﬁreoedipal relationship between mother and infant, thus revalorising the significance
of the maternal role. Like Freud, howevér, Winnicbtt idealises the mother-infant dyad
and I therefofe'argue that his concept of the "good gnough“ mother again polarises
women in a way that suppresses the active subjectiyity of the mother. Particular
attention is given to Winnicott's theory of transitional space between mother and child
and between inner, subjective reality and external, objéctive reality. The significance
of this sp:a:ce as the locus of creative and artistic activity and religious feeling is '
analysed in terms of the idea of sacred space. Chapters Two and Three specifically
aim .to show that Freud, Lacan, and Winnicott all, in different ways, idealise the
preoedipal dyad of mother and infant in a way that implies a sacred space of plenitude
and ﬁJlﬁlment on the one hand, but an absence of maternal subjectivity and power on

the other.
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Closely following the conclusions of the former chapters, the fifth chapter,
"Feminism, the Body, and Motherhood," addresses psychoanalytic feminist critique of
Freud, Lacan, and object relations theory. General feminist theoretical frameworks are
briefly introduced, followed by feminist approaches to interpreting the body and |
motherhood, such as the work of Naorrd Goldenberg and Adrienne Rich. The core of
the chapter focuses on psychoanalytic feminist advocacy of the recovery of the body
and interpretations of female sexuality and the concept and role of the preoedipal
mother. Once again, the polarisation and painﬁ.ll paradoxes embodied in the "sacred
- space of the mother" are extrapolated and analysed in terms of their ramifications for
women's lived experience, with particular emphasis on the theories of Dorothy
Dinnerstein and Nancy Chodorow.

In Chapter Six, "Maternal Sacred Space," French psychoanalytic feminist
writers (mainly Luce Irigaray. and Julia Kristeva) are then analysed in some detail,
suggesting that ‘thcir discursive approaches provide innovative reconstructions of
maternal sacred space in the context of psychoanalytic theory. Finally, I argue that
psychoanalytic feminists arc .deeply involved in the politics of sacred space, and
suggest the possibilities for transformation of maternal sacred space, with particular
reference to the work of Jessica Benjamin and Madelon Sprengnether.

In the spirit of seeking out transformations of maternal sacred space, we turn
more specifically to religious contexts in Chapter chen. First, some important points
concerning psychoanalytic interpretations of religion, including feminist critique and
reinterpretation, are recalled. The interweaving thread binding psychoanalysis,
feminism, and feministv_ spirituali‘ty - particularly goddess religion - is identified and

discussed, drawing largely on Naomi Goldenberg's work, as well as other writers in
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the area of feminist spirituality. The focus of the chapter then tnms to Hindu
resources, proceeding in the spirit of Rita Gross's advocacy of cross-cultural studies
of goddess figures in diverse religious traditions. This avenue is explored with the
“objective of creating a resource of empowering feminine symbols for both feminist
theory of religion and women's livedireality. Conceptualisations of the divine feminine
in Hindu religious tradition therefore constitute the core of this chapter,v emphasising
the emergence of the Great Goddess in Hindu devotional tradition (bhakti) and of the
feminine pﬁnciplee sakti, prakrti, and mc‘iﬁ , as well as the ancient history of Vedic
mythic images of the feminine and goddesses.

Continuing this avenue of analysis of the divine feminine in Hindu religious
tradition, Cnapter' Eight is devoted to goddess figures in the classical Sanskritic post-
Vedic Epics and Purapas, with particular reference to the following selection of
goddess figures: Sarnsvati; Sifi; Sri-Laksmi;iRidhﬁ; Parvati; Durgﬁ; and Kali. I aim to
identify and examine the multifaceted images‘ and ideas of the Goddess in relation to
divine embodiment of ‘matemal sacred space, arguing that ithe polarisation and
paradoxes unveiled‘ in psychoanalytic images of women and the‘mother are made
more enplicit in diverse and dynamic ways in Hindu myth. Hindu mythic images of
goddesses and specifically feminine principles are compared with ideals of
womanhood, motherhood, and gender relations in Hindu society. The signiﬁcance of
the goddess ﬁgnres are also examined in the context of the theology ‘of the great
Goddess, Devi, with the purpose of identifying and analysing the incidence of
ambivalence and paradox evoked in the myths conceniing the nature and attributes of
both the Goddess and the goddesses. I argue that ultimately this ambivalence and

polarisation of the divine feminine in Hindu religious tradition is rooted in the idea of
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. the Goddess, or goddesses, as “Diviné Mother" and therefore I conclude by analysing
~the significance of these maternal ambiguities in the context of maternal sacred space. .

Finally, Chaptver Nine comprises the conclusions of this theSis.
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CHAPTER TWO: GENDERED BODY, CONTESTED BODY

All human life on the planet is born of woman. The one unifying,
incontrovertible experience shared by all women and men is that
;rlonthsflong period we spend unfolding inside a woman's body... We
carry the imprint of this experience for life, even into our dying. (Rich,

1986: 11)

2.1 THE MIND/BODY SPLIT AND OTHER BINARY OPPOSITIONS

The above epigraph from Adrienne Riéh's book Of Woman Born offers a point
of departure for examining the universal human conditipn of embodiment and its
ramiﬁcations for gender relations. Although these words imply a unifying concept of
female embodime'nf as "mother," Rich later says, "The body has been made so
problematic for women that it has often seemed easier to shrug it off and travel as a
disembodied spirit" (1986:40). The reproductive powér of women's bodies has, in
fact, been controlled, manipulated, and used against women throughout centuries of
patriaréhal dqminatibn. Many feminist theorists such as Naomi Goldenberg (see, for
example, 1989) have pointed out that in the western world, at least, the denigration of
women has been a result of the mind/body split inherent in its philosophical and
religious traditions. Westemltheology and Enlightenment humanist thc;ught have
consistently characterised the mind and transcendent spirit as superior to physicality
and the body. Since rationality and disembodied transcendence have been equally

consistently associated with men, women “have long been disempowered and
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oppressed by an androéentric perspective that links them with the body, sexuality, and
nature.

Ultimately, perhaps, the western dualistic notion of male being superior to
female, and the mind to the body, originates in vthe Judaeo-Chriétian monotheistic
conception of a male God, a God who is not only thought of as father, but also as
disembodied. Feminist theory has substantially illuminated how the idea of a male
transcendent deity in monotheistic rgligion has served to legitimate male authority in
society and the denigration of embodied femininity, or female sexuality. But such a
deity also "deifies masculinity" and implies a disembodied masculinity (Eilberg-
Schwartz, 1994: 2). As Eilberg-Schwartz points out, this can be just as problematic
for men's conceptions of self, since it renders masculinity, or male embodied sexuality,
unstable: "I see divine masculinity and human masculinity as-two separable and
sometimes conflicting symbols" (1994: 6).! Although the topic of this study mainly
focuses on the problems for women inherent in androcentric dualistic notions that
subordinate female embodiment, it is important to bear in mind that fhe other side of
the dichotomy, male disembodiment, is also problematic in the context of gender
relations and male subjectivity. And so we soon find ourselves back to the beginning -
the universal human condition of embodimenf: All of us, women and men, are
embodied, but this essentially unavoidable reality appears to be experienced as

problematic in human life.

' Howard Eilberg-Schwartz's God's Phallus (1994) gives an innovative and groundbreaking analysis
of the problem of "deified masculinity" for men's conceptions of self and focuses on exploring "how
tensions arising from the idea of the sexual body of the father God are expressed in the myth and
ritual of one religious tradition, namely, that of ancient Judaism" (p. 2). His work is situated at the
intersection of religion, culture, and gender and is informed by feminist and gender criticism,
psychoanalysis, and anthropology.
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The problem of dualistic thinking does not end with the separation of mind
and body and feminist debate has also critically addressed other closely linked binary
oppositions, such as culture versus nature. In this instance, it is culture that is
characterised as superior to nature, and again, it is men who are said to play the
predominant rolé in fhe control of nature and the creation of culture. Furthermore, the
symbolic association of women with nature is by no means limited to western culture
and religion - religious myths of Asian and African traditions, for instance, abound
with female archetypal figures symbolising the earth, female sexuality, fertility,
maternity, and so on. Hindu Vedic and post-Vedic myth that characterises the earth's
fertility as female and divinises maternal reproductivity and nurturance will, in fact, be
the fbcus of Chapters Seven and Eight. More ﬁxndamentally, classical Hindu
philosophical discourse upholds the dualistic notion of opposing ontological
principles: purusa, representing pure consciousness and spirit, generélly understood as
male; and prakrti, denoting material creation and understood as‘ female or even as the
fundamental feminine principle that is the cause of all creation (Pintchman, 1994: 81-
7.

If it can be argued that creation arises from a fundamental feminine principle,
or that nature is "female," does this similarly imply that in the social order there exists
an essential, universal category called "woman"? Most feminist theorists agree that
there is no such thing as the "universal woman" and attention to the significance of
difference among women. is of increasing concern to current feminist criticism, a
concern that will be revisited in the; third .chapter. Nonetheless, in the field of
anthropology, some feminist scholars havev reinterpreted gender symbolisation in

society, culture, and religion to argue that women's subordination is universal, even if
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specific symbols, practices, and ideologies vary across cultures? In the
groundbreaking collection of anthropologicai essays, Woman, Culture, and Society
(1974) edited by Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere, Rosaldo's
“introduction looks at what she understands as "a universal asymmetry in cultural
evaluations of the sexes." It is an asymmetry, she argues, thet privileges and values
men in socie-economic and cultural spheres, while rendering women relatively
uninteresting, voiceless, and subordinate to men (Rosaldo, 1974: 17-19). Sherry
Ortner, too, categorically asserts that. women are universally devalued and that "in
every known culture, women are considered in some degree inferior to men"
(1974: 69).

Feminist anthropologist, Henrietta Moore, suggests that societies universally
distinguish between human society and nature and attempt to control nature for their
own benefit (1988: 14-16). Women, it is argued, are symbolically associated with
nature beeause their reproductive capacity seems to situate them closer to it. As
Ortner puts it, "It all begins w1th the body and the natnral procreative functions
specific to women VaJ_one" (1974: 73). Cultural notions of women tend to underscore
their biological characteristics, such as sexuality, fertility, maternity, and menstrual
blood. In short, women are mostly defined by their sexual functions (Rosaldo,
1974: 31). In this regard, women are further constrained by sexual ideologies that
arise from the concept of pollution found in many societies, which is associated with
natural bodily processes. Behavioural taboos and restrictions are ﬁ'equently implicated

in the essentially female functions of menstruation and childbirth (Moore, 1988: 14-

2 For a useful collection of essays that addresses the diversity of symbols, practices, and ideologies
impacting on cultural constructions of gender and the nature of women across cultures, see Slurley
Ardener's Defining Females: The Nature of Women in Society (1992).
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16). In some societies, therefore, women's sexuality is feared as a source of pollution
that has to be guarded against and controlled - Hindu society, for example, being no
exception, as will be discussed later (see Marglin, 1985). In short, female sexuality is
dangerous sexuality and, along with nature, it should be controlled and constrained.

In contrast, mén are symbolically associated with culture and socio-political
activity in the public domain, giving them access to power over nature and thus over
women. Rosaldo maintains that in all societies men have somerdegree of authority
over women - although the levels vary across different societies - maintained as a
culturally legitimated right that is recognised as morally important (1974: 21). But this
male authority, Rosaldo most importantly stresses, does not exhaust power and its
acknowledgement does not deny that women also have some access to power and are
able to participate, by different means, in shaping the social order. However, women's
exercise of power is usually not culturally legitimated as authority and, moreover, in
the academic arena of the social sciences, the androcentric view that women's exercise
of power is "manipulative, disruptive, illegitimafe, or unimpdrtant" is largely assumed
and accepted (Rosaldo, 1974: 21).

Yet another androcentric binary oppositioﬁ emerges here in the context of
authority and cultural legitimation, that of the public versus the private domains,
where women are frequently construed as confined to the domestic activities of
reproduction and raising children (Ortner, 1974: 76-80). Rosaldo argues that this
opposition underlies the cultural stereotypes and asymmetries that associate women
with domestic life and men with public life (1974: 23-4). Socially constructed gender
roles, which serve to polarise the sexes, are evidently legitimated by appealing to the

naturalness of female bodily functions, many of them associated with maternity. Irene



27

Diamond and Lee Quinby further elaboyraté' on the assumptidn that such gendered
distinctions and male power over the female are "natural.” They enumerate several
binary oppositions that denote the superiority of one term over the other, such as male
over female, culture dver nature, mind over body, and spirit over matter, all of them
reinforcing male domination: "Patriarchal arguments revolving around sexual
difference conceal the cultufal construction of both power and bodies by couching it
in vfhe name of 'natural” (Diamond and Quinby, 1988: xv). The vital point is that the
notion "female is to male as nature'is to culture" is in itself a cultural construct rather
than a fact of nature: "Woman is not 'in reality’ any closer to (or further from) nature
than man - both have consciousness, both are mortal" (Ortner, 1974: 87).

Gayle Rubin's watershed essay, "The Traffic in W_dmen: Notes on the Political
Economy' of Sex" (1975: 157-210), argues from a different perspectiVe, suggesting
that sexuality itself is socially constructed and has little to do with anatomical bodily
differences: Se:; forms part of a society's political and economic systems and is
transformed into gender and the sexual division of labour, in other words, the
dichotomised and unequal domestic and public domains. Rubin refers to a sex/gender
system that "transforms biological sexuality into products of human activity"
(1975: 158-9). Following the structuralist theory of Lévi-Strauss, she situates the
origins of male domination and control of women in kinship systems that are based on
the exchange of women among men, regulated by the incest taboo. For Rubin, the
economy is maintained by the sexual elements of kinship systems that demand
heterosexuality, éxogamy, and exchange of women for the purpose of attaining wealth
and forgipg political alliances. The rules and regulations of sexuality, in terms of

gender identities, heterosexuality, and the domestication of women, remain in the
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modem "_-vvéstem fa;rlily structure and hetéroéexual norms, an issue that will be
| addressed in depth in Chapter Three.

To sum up, most of the binary oppositions we have discussed have been
integrated.into androcentric and disembodied conceptions where one side of the pair
possessés the power and becomes the dominant subject (usually male) against which
the "other" (usually female) is defined as subordinated object. Such a hierarchical split
implies the subject's domination of the object and does not _allow‘for aijj"erent and
equal subjects or "selves." The self, in such a negotiation of power, is deﬁned against
the "other," .this.' other being kept at bay, subjugated,_ and supbréssed.,- ‘Male
domination, control, and manipulation of female reproductive potential, in other
words, of the female body, is a c;.ase in point. Bﬁt the question remains concerning
] wﬁerc and how dualistic ;thinking oﬁginated and how binéry oppositions came to
signify gendered and unequal polarities. Undoubtedly, perceptions of the body and
séxuality are deeply implicated in the history-of dualism, which has polarised the sexes
and written the scripts for gender roles. In fact, the Sody itself.has a history. Before
éntering the world of psychoanalytic discourse, a journey to be undertaken in Chapter
Two,“it 'would be instructive to consi'der the western history of the body, sexuality,
and gender inh¢rited by Freud, a hisfory that wouid inevitably have shaped his théory
of human psychosexual devélopment. It also represents a history that elucidatés how
develbping ideas of sexual difference - determined socially const.ructed gender

differences which have been translated as male domination of the female.
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22  THE HISTORY OF THE BODY, SEX, AND GENDER
In recent years the body has become a pi'votal point of interest in many
academic disciplines, such as anthropology, social history, sociology, the history of
religion, and philosophy (see, inter alia, Cooey, 1994; Csordas, 1994; Gallagher and
Laqueur, | 1987, Laqueur, 1992; Poovey, 1988; Synnott, 1993).> Recent
anthropological reséarch and interest in the body, for example, has challenged the idea
ofa disémbodied, rational "I" or "a mindful self independent of the body and nature at
large" (Lock, 1993: 138). As Thomas J. Csordas points out, “The new body that has
begun to be identified can no longer be considered as a brute fact of nature” (1994:
1). The exponential growth of interest in the body as an analytical framework is also
highliéhted in feminist studies of the hist’ory of wdmen, gender, and sexuality in all
these disciplines (Gallagher and Laqueur, 1987: vii). Ideas about the body and the
social construction of gender, with the attendant development of dualistic notions, has
a long history in western thought. It is a history in which religious myth, theology, and
philosophy have played major roles.

| If sex is biological and anatomical and gender is a sociocultural construction
that interprets the "opposite" sexes in terms of social norms and regulated roles, do
the two ever meet? Or, do the terms "sex" and "gender" constitute yet another
exclusive and polarised dichotomy? I would argue that the body is the space where
sex and gender meet. It has already been inferred that socialised gender roles are
legitimated on the grounds of the naturalness of sexual difference and bodily

functions. Just as gender is undergirded by sexuality, so, too, is embodiment and

? For a review of anthropological theory of the body and an extensive bibliography of relevant works,
see Margaret Lock (1993). For a review of the wide-ranging interest in the body in the study of
religion, see Lawrence E. Sullivan (1990).
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sexuality enmeshed in social and cultural process. It will become increasingly clear
that changing attitudes towards the body emerged over centuries of history and that
the body, and its "natural" functions, have been socially and culturally interpreted. As
Anthony Synnott succinctly says: "The body... is not so much a biological given as a
social creation of immense complexity, and almost limitless variability, richhess, and
power" (1993: 3-4). The body, as a social phenomenon in the western context, has
varied over the centuries of Graeco-Roman and Judaeo-Christian history and, of
~course, it varies across cultures.

Plato said the body is the tomb of the soul, while St. Paul thought it was the
temple of the Holy Spirit; later, Descartes declared the body a machine and, much
later, Sartre claimed the body is the self (Synnott, 1993: 4; 7). For the purposes of
this study, the most important aspect of the body, and perceptions of it, is its relation
to the idea of the sexes as "opposite" and to the socially determined diﬁ‘erencgs of
gender. As Synnott points out, "Perhaps the main somatic variable for most people for
most of their lives is gender" (1’993: 4). It would seem that women and men are more
alike than they are different, and, after all, it is only one minute chromosome that
makes the difference (Synnott, 1993:38). In fact, pre-Enlightenment history of
science and medicine supports this similarity, particularly with regard to sexual
anatomy.

Before the eighteenth century, "it had been commonplace that women had the
‘same genitals as men except that, as Nemesius, bishop of Emesa in the fourth century
put it: 'theirs are inéide the body and not outside it" (Laqueur, 1992: 4). This idea of
structural sameness pertaining to male and female reproductive organs, including the

~ notion that female as well as male sexual pleasure was essential to reproduction, was



31

‘assumed for thousﬁnds of years. It was formé.lised_ more 'explicitly by Galen in seco‘nd
century CE medicine: "In this world the vagina is imagined as an interior periis, the
' labia_as foreskin, the uterus as scrotum, ‘and thé ovaries as 'testi_c:lés" (Laqueur,
1992: 4). Sexual rdifference was vertically hierarchical, founded on the ge_neration of
hea; by sexual intercourse, pleasure, and orgasm, which was deemed essential for
reproduction. Not unexpectedly, women's heat, although indispénsable to the process,
- was said to be less than men's. Because of their interior nature, female sexual organs
were defined as "the cooler, less perfect version of the male" (Laqueuf, 1987: 5). The
internal organs of ’women, according to tﬂe Galenic accoﬁnt, were imperfect and
inferior versions of the male form, making women -"the vsamé but lower on the scale of
befng and perfection” (Laqueur, 1987: 4). But, aé Laqueur points out, this was all for
a good' cause, acco_rd-ing to Galen, since nature, m her wisdom, provided a cool,
~ protected haven fonf conception ‘.a’nd gestation (1987: 5). Clearly, this paradoxical
‘combination of hierarchy and homology already supported a cultural association of
the female with nature and the notion of women's inferiority. Furthermore, despite the
lack of emphasis on anatomical difference, women and men were nevertheless
perceived as diﬂ'erent. But the quéstion remains: How were they different?
| Before the emei'gence of the idea of two "oppo.site‘" and complementary
reproductive anatomies in the Enlightenment era, when gender differences could Be
legitimated by their é.lleged naturalness, sex was primarily understood in a sdciological
way. Differerices betwéen women and men were mainly interpreted in .tem’ls of
opposite social characteristics and battles fof power, in other words, what we
generally éall geﬁder (Laqueur; 1992:11; Synnott, 1994: 38). Gender was t_he‘

cardinal cultural category, not biological sex (Laqueur, -1992: 8). We therefore have
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to look to the historical progress of myth, phildsophy, and religion to find the origins
of "dual symbolic classifications," among which one of the foremost examples remains

the polarisation of women and men as opposite but unequal (Synnott, 1993: 38).

Judaeo-Christian and Greek Myth

In the Judaeo-Christian context, the origins of oppositional categories, such as
the idea of "opposite sexes," lie in ancieht myths, most i:articula:ly the biblical
creation myth of Adam and Eve. Adam was created first aﬁd >then Eve from Adam's
rib in order to serve as his helpmate. The first woman, therefore, was created from the
body of the first man and only indirectly by God. It could thus be argued, then, that
from the very outset, woman is inextricably linked with the flesh. As the story unfolds,
it appeai's that Eve did not help Adaﬁ that much, as it waﬁ she who sinned first and-
has been blaméd ever since for humankind's ‘ex.pu.lsion from pa:adise.' The "gender
ideology of Eden" has legitimised Christian’ patriaichalism and male dominance of
women, and in bqth Judaism and Christianity, patriarchy has been reinforced by the
masculinity of God and the prominent patriarchs of biblical history and myth, |
culminating in the male messiah, Jesus Christ (Synnott, 1993: 39).

Hesiod's ancient Greek creation myth similaﬂy stars a female figure who
precipitates the downfall of "mankind." The narrative tells of Pandora, the first
woman, who is of extraordinary beauty and was sent by an angry Zeus for the specific
purpose of punishing men: It was Pandora, the first embodiment of wo‘manhbod, who
"opened the»caskk'in ‘which all the troubles, pains and evils of the world had been
stored" (Synndtt, 1993: 40). Both Eve and Pandora were created by male gods and

for male humans, ensuring that both of these "first females" symbolise the onset of evil
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and pain in the world. The" myth-makers," too, as Synnott reminds us, were also
male, and it was their cosmogonies which laid the ideological foundations for the

subsequent Greek philosophers and Christian theologians (1993: 40).

Greek Philosophers

* The beginnings of an idea that male and female\ were different and, moreover,
~ associated with "good" and ;"bacAi," respectively, is already present in these myths. But
the history of western philosophy, founded on the subremacy of "Reason" and the
rational mihd, surely aspired to knowledge of an objective truth that knows no sex or
gender. However, the Gréek philosophers' development of dualistic vision implies that
reason is unequivocally male and, as Genevieve Lloyd points 0u’t, "Our trust in a
Reason that knows no sex hgs... been largely self-deceiving” (1984: x). From the very
beginnings of philosophical thought there emerged‘the idea that "Reason" was male
and "Nature" was female: "femaleness was symbolically associated with what Reason
suppqsedly left behimi - the dark.power‘s of the earth goddesses, immersion in
unknown forces agsociated with mysterious fefnale pdwers. The early Greeks saw
' women's capacity to conceive as connecting them with the fertility of Nature" (Lloyd,
1984: 2), |
The Pythagorean table of opposites, formulated in the sixth century BCE,
comprised ten contrasting pairs, all of which sgpported the principle that clearly
- determined and precise fbrms are goéd, while iﬁdeterminate and unbounded forms are
bad ‘(Lloyd; - 1984: 3). | Pythagoras's | ten binary oppositions are as
follows: limit/unlimited; odd/even; one/many; right/ieﬁ; male/female; rest/motion,;

straight/curved; light/darkness;‘ good/bad; square/oblong. The first of each pair is
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considered superior to the second, including male as superior to female, all based on
the Pythagorean opposition of form over formlessness (Lloyd, 1984: 3). As Synnott
points out, the meanings overlap, and male is associated with good, right, light, and so
on, insinuating that "gender is not just a matter of biology, but is entangled with
notions of cosmology, number, unity, direction, mobility, state, colour, morality and
shape. Gender connects to everything, and everything is gendered" (1993: 40-41).

The connection between maleness and determinate form, and femaleness and
unformed matter, was perpetuated in later Greek thought. Plato, in the fifth to fourth
centuries BCE, reinforced these gendered associations in his fundamentally
oppositional notion of form and matter, where "forms" referred to an abstract idea of
eteﬁd and immutable paﬁems that provide the féundﬁtions for all classes of fluid and
changing natural phenomena in the material world. Within this framework, Plato
developed an epistemology that attached the rational, knowing mind to form, as male,
and the non-rational and disorderly to matter, as female (Lloyd, 1984: 4-5).
Nevertheless, Plato's diverse works showed complex and differing perceptions of
gender and the relationship Eetween male and female. His Republic expresses a
remarkable egalitarianism in the social organisation of the sexes, particularly in
relation to his ad?ocaﬁy of common education and military systems for men and
women. Furthermore, Plato's cosmogonic myth in the Symposium defines the sexes as
complementing one another, stressing lo;/e and equality between women and men
(Synnott, 1993: 41-42). |

However, Plato's creation myth in the Timaeus is blatantly misogynist,
locating women in an intermediate space between men and animals: Woman is defined

as an evil man who has died and been reborn as a woman; if she, in turn, is evil, she
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will be reincarnated as a "brute" (Synnott, 1993: 42). Plato acclaims a conCebt of
cosmic Reason that is reflected less clearly in women than it is in men, for female
souls "(;riginate from the fallen soulé bf men who were lacking in Reason; hence they
are closer to the turbulence of. non-rational accretions to the soul" (Lloyd, 1984: 5).
Underpinning Plato's theory of knowledge, and its implicit genderéd oppositions,
Lloyd further points out, is "his version of mind/matter, or soulbody dualism. Matter,
With its overtones of femaleness, is seen as somefhing to be tran#cended in the search
for rational knowledge” (1984:5). Platonic forms, which Naomi Goldenberg
compares to Jung's allegedly transcendent archetypes in her critical analysis of the
mind/body spiit, transcend material reality and are known - only by the soul
(Gold'enberg,‘ 1993: 72). And by further implication, i’n tennﬁ of the Timaeus myth,
they are known only to the rational soul of the good man. Plato's early dualism of the
superiority of the soul over the body ha& defined the soul as the immortal carrier of
divinity that eventually, through incarnations, would be relea#ed from the body into
god-like immortality. But fn his later thought on knowledge, Plato emphasised a
A tra._nsformatioﬁ of the soul as bearer c;f immortality into thg “rational soul," whereby
the cultiv’atidn of rational thought became the gateway to freedom from the body
(Lloyd, 1984: 6). In any event, Plato's dualism restea on the polarisation of the soul
and the body, where the soul was the bearer of reason and freedom from the prison of
the body.
Aristotle, in the 4th century BCE, retained the distinction betweenAfonm and
mattef, but retrieved Platonic foms from the transcendent realm. Consequently, the
rational soul became the form of the body, as opposed to its prisoner: "rational

knowledge was no 'longer construed as the soul's escape from the body" (Lloyd,
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1984; 8). Aristotle, therefore, mended the diyision betwéen body and soul by defining
the soul as the "'life principle" of the living body (Bynum;’ 1995: 13). But insofar as
Aristotle reintegrated body and soul, so, téo, did he polarise male and female more
explicitly. Aristotle's vision of gender was definitively a‘ndrbce‘ntric and all women's
characteristics were szﬁd to deviate from the norm of male perfection. His binary
oppositions ﬁrdclaimed' that men are strong and courageous and women weak and
cautious; men involve themselves in acquiring possessions outside the house imd in
outdoor activities, while women presérve | them inside the house and are more
sedentary; and while both men and wpnden are involved in the procreation of children,
it is women who nurture them and men who educate them. The association of male
and female with the unequal oppositional notions of culture and nature and the public
and domestic domains is quite ciear here, and in terms of patriarchal and ahdrocentric
attitude, is extended in Aﬁstotle’s'approaéh to reproductive .bio,logy: Women are
characterised as “impotent males" and the soul is said to be emitted in the semén, thus

making men, not women, the creators of life (Synnott, 1993: 43).

Q.hﬁg;ian Theologians and Reformers

Dualism, it would appear, flourished in the history of early Christianity, as well
as Judaism, in the first céntury CE, fdunded as they were on dichotomies such as
heaven and héll, good and evil, light and darkness, fruth and‘falsity, and ,iife and death
(Synnott, 1993: 43). Synnott indicates that Greek phiiosophy and early Christianity
seemed to reinforce one another in terms of dualistic thinking. However, Christianity
did not perpetuate the binary opposition of male and female as opposites, in that the

example of Jesus Christ's life, as well as his teachings, 'expressed and advocated an
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egalitarian society, especially in terms of class and gender. In spite of this, however,
Chﬁstian' theology, chu‘rch!hierarchy, arlndv social organisation, developed patriarchal
structures and rﬁisogjmistic teachings, all fo‘unded on the centfal symbol of God the
Father (Synnott, 1993: 44-5). If Paul substantiated the equality of all human beings in
the Mystical Body of Chﬁst, he also called for female silence ahd wifely submission to
husbands.

Philo, a ﬁrst-century CE Alexandrian Jew, was similarly inﬂuencgd by the
dualism of the early Greeks and used vtheir phil‘osophical models in his ihterpretations A
of vthe Jewish scriptures. He followed Plato's example in identifying “s;ense-percebption
as the soyun"ce of the disorders of the soul, giving rise 'to a tide of passions which
threatens to engulf sbvereign Reason" (Lloyd, 1984:‘22). As Howard R. Bloch points

‘out in Vhis essay, "Medieval Misogyny" (1989), Philo equates the relation of the’fnind
to the senses with that of man to woman. Drawing an analogy with the Genesis
 creation story, Adam, or man,'represents consciousness apd ‘the mind, Whilé Eve, or
woman, who was created from Adam's rib as his helper, is bound by the flesh and
represents the senses: As such, woman is subordinated to man, for, extending t he
analogy, Philo says in On the Creation, "sense and the passions are helpers of the soul
and c'ome after the soul" (see Bloch, 1989: 14). |

Early theologians Tertullian (c.160-230) and Chrysostom (c.347-407) were
éxpressly misogynist, the former callbing God's punishment for Eve's sin.down on the

heads of all women with these words:

You are the devil's gatewziy: you.are the unsealer of that (forbidden)

tree: you are the first deserter of the divine law: you are she who
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persuaded him whom the devil was not valiant enough to attack. You
destroyed so easily God's image man. On account of your desert - that
is, death - even the Son of God had to die. (The Ante-Nicene Fathers,

4.14; Bloch, 1989: 11-12)

Chrysostom similarly described women as a dangerous yet desirable temptation to
men, who therefore embodied an "inescapable punishment" and a “nécessary evil"
(Synnott, 1993: 45).VT he misogyny of the early centuries of Christian theology rested
on the d‘ualism of Greek thought and the splitting of "man" in the Genesis myth, a
misogYny that deeply implicated the oppositions of body and rrﬁnd, woman and
man: One way of reﬁding misogyny, says Bloch, signifies that "if man enjoys existence
(substance), being, unity, form, and soul, woman is asso“ci‘ated with ac‘cident,,
becoming (temporality), difference, body, and matter,"vall’ these elements implying the
secondariness and otherness of women, rooted in their carnal aésociationsr (1989: kl 1).

It was St. Augustine (354-430) who grappled with the earlier synthesis of the
Genesis myth and Greek philosophy concerning bbdy énd soul, woﬁgn and men. The
distinction between corporeal sexﬁality and rational intelligence is crucial here for
Ahgustine‘s covnstructions' of gender. To an extent, he challenged the earlie; misogyny
thaf portrayed -"w%ﬁnan‘s inferior origins and subordination with her lesser rationality"
(Lloyd, 1984: 28). He strove to ensure that women were not conceived as lesser in
terms of spiﬁfuality and reason. But for Augustine, wonian's‘ bodily sex remained a
symbol of ﬁatu‘ral subordination to man: As articulated in her Genesis role as
subordinate helpmate to Adam, in the corporeal sense, woman was made for man and

must obey him. But in terms of rational intelligence, according to Augustine, women
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and men are equally subject to God alone (Lloyd, 1984: 29-30). Women, as well as
men, insofar as they both possess reason and are made in God's image, have equal
access to renewal in Christ. For example, in Confessions X111, Augustine stated that

woman had

a nature equal in mental capacity of rational intelligence, but made
subject, by virtue of the sex of her body, to the male sex in the same
~way that the appetite for action is made subject, in order to conceive
by the rational mind the skill of acting rightly. (cited in Lléyd,

11984: 31)

- To Augustine, the rational mind was constantly in danger of losing control and
becoming excessively involved in tempdral matters, such as human love and
sexuality: It was this that led to the "fall" and woman remains a symbol of that fall
- from grace. Furthermor’e,'bodil_y lust, for Augustine, disturbingly symb’oli}sed that loss
of control: "Woman, as the 6bject of male lust, is associated with this distressing
subjection of mind to body" @loyd, 1984; 33). Woman may be the spiritual equal of
‘man, but as carnal carrier of the spirit, she also carries the burden of "the symbolic
~ force of her subordination to man, which Augustine saw as natural” (Lloyd,
1984: 33). Furthermore, Augustine was surely not alone in being so distreséed by the
idea of women's sexﬁality. As Peter Brown comments in discussion of the lives of

women ascetics in the fourth century, and male attitudes towards them, "to late
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antique males, the female body was the most alien body of all. It was as antithetic to
them as the desert was to the settled land" (1988: 271).*

Finally, thirteenth-century theologian, St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-74), whose
- theological influence extends to this day, was faced with the problem of reintegrating
therconception of woman as misbegotten on the one hand, and as created by God on
the other (Synnott, 1993: 46). His major theological treatise, the Summa Theologica,
represents the most famous attempted synthesis of Greek and Christian thought
(Lloyd, 1984: 34). Following closely to Aristotle's philosophy, Aquinas explored the
dimension of substantial form as the intelligible principle, or intellectual soul, of the
living human body. His descriptions of dimensions of the soul did ndt include male-
female symbolism, but "his account of human nature yields yét another rendering of
the Genesis story of male-female relations" (Lloyd, 1984: 35). vIn short, Aquinas
distinguished between woman's individual nature and universal human nature: The
former, again following Aristotle, is misbegotten and imperfect, since the male seed
carries the perfect form of masculinity, while the latter - universal human nature -
includes women and is good. For Aquinas, the body and sexuality constituted an
obstacle to spiritual progress, since sexual pleasure could not be without sin (Synnott,
1993: 46). Furthermore, he was committed to the association of women with the
naturalness of human reproduction and, like Augustine, to the naturalness of her
subordination, because it is in man that reason predomina;es (Lloyd, 1984: 36).

If dualism spawned the splitting of body and soul, the polarisatibn of women

and men, and an underlying misogyny through the eras of antiquity and the Middle

4 See Peter Brown's The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early
Christianity (1988) for his groundbreaking research on radical sexual renunciation during the first
five centuries. The work includes analysis of the nature of sexuality and the relations between men
and women in that religious context.
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Ages, then the denigration and hatred of women reached new heigﬁts, or depths,
throughout Europe during the witch persecutions of the fifteenth to eighteenth
centuries. As documented by Brian Le;/ack in T!he Witch-Hunt in Early Modern
Europe, many thousands of people, by far the majority of them women, were
prosecuted for the crime of witchcraft during those centpries, and‘thousands of those
were executed (1987: 1-3). This constituted such a widespread and successful purge
of alleged witches, frequently referred to by historians as the "Witch-craze," that some
European villages were left entirely devoid of women (Gadon, 198§: 113). The term
“witchcraft" .originated from the Old English word wicce (masculine) or wicca
(feminine), derived from an Indo-European root meaning "to bend or shape."
According to feminist writer Elinor Gadon, the term implied a "craft of the wise"
where the witch could be understood as a "shaper" of human destiny, skilled in the
healing arts (‘198‘9: 235). However, as described by Levack, the craft came to be
attributed with distinctly 'negative images signifying harmful, black, or malevolent
magical practices that were performed through the supernatural power of the occult.
Witches, it was believed, appropriated this magical power to enact evil, a plower
which the Christian church insisted belonged to pagan gods or demons.

Accusations of witchcraft as maleficium, or the performance of harmful and
evil deeds, initially arose from people within a corﬁmunity against suspected witches
1i§ing amongst them; to a certain extent, therefore, tﬁey arguably served a purpose in
the context of maintaiﬁing social stability: "Witchcraft accusations alléwed members
6f early moﬁem European communities to resolve conflicts between themselves and
their neighbours and to explain misfortunes that had occurred in their daily lives”

(Levack, 1987: 116). However, the meaning of witchcraft expanded to include a
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second type of ritual activity, that of "diabolism,” implying the existence of a pact
between a witch and the devil, the Christian personification of evil.

By the fifteenth century, after Pope Innocent VII declared witchcraft a heresy
to be tried under thé auspices of the Inquisition, witches were not only cfiminals but
also heretics who rejected the Christian faith in favour of worshipping Satan (Gadon,
1989: 212; Levack, 1987:7-10). Appointed by Pope Innocent, two Dominican
inquisitors, Jakob Sprenger and vHeinn'ch Institoﬁs, published a profoundly
misogynistic treatise in 1486 called the Malleus Maleﬁcdrum, or the "Hammer of
Witches," a text that was imbued with insinuations of women's moral weakness,
intellectual inferiority, and uncontrolled, dangerous ‘sexuality. For example, in
addressing the question of why most witches are women, the Maleficarum states that
women are feebler in mind and body than men and therefore susceptible to the spell of
witchcraﬁ; a woman is more carnal than a man, evident in her many carnal
abominations; a woman is quicker to waver in her faith, is a liar by nature, a secret
enemy, and "more bitter than death"; and finally, "since all witchcraft comes from
carnal lust, which is in women insatiable... Wherefore for the sake of fulfilling their
lusts they consort even with devils" (see Synnott, 1993: 47). Typified as sexually
promiscuous by clerics and thus vulnerable to accusation of witchcraft from the
educated classeé, peasant women were also vulnerable to accusations of evil doings in
their ordinary roles as cooks, midwives, and healers within their own cémmunities. In
any event, women as a class were marginalised during this period of Eurépean history,
since they were rendered physically, economically, and politically weaker than men.
As Gadon succinctly sums up, the witch-hunt “was open season on all aberrant

people, some men but mostly women of the peasant working class, the lower strata of
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unprotedfed by a man" (189: 212). |

Scholars have continued to debate the cause of thishvidly misogynistic witch-
craze that disfupted European communities for ovér two hundrAed years, Even more,
the issue of ‘the ﬁctual reality or unreal’it‘y of witchcraft beliefs and practi;é§
themselves continues to be argued. Were they purely a creation of the prosecutors, an
organised "demonology" constructed by the medieval ch‘u.rch, which then gained a
momentum of its own as akresult of social tensions, as argued, for exaniple, by
historian Hugh Trevor-Roper (1969: 93)? Or, as Carlo Gihzburg’s research sﬁggests,
do thek beliefs and experiences of the accused warraht investigation as potential
realities, which might not always d’enote negative and harmful pr.acticés? Trevor-
Roper further argues that »persecutérs of Witches’ "built up their systematic mythology
of ‘Satan's Kingdfom‘ and Satan's accorﬁplices out of }the mental rubbish of peasaﬁt
credulity and feminine\ hysteﬁa" (1969: 116), thereby ‘dismissingv not Vonly the
' signiﬁcance of meanings ascribed to Witchcraﬁ practices by the peopie themselves, but
also the rationality and intelligence of the peasant classes - particbl.vllarly women - of the
time. The underlying causes of the witch-ﬁunts most probably“emerged from the
interweaving creationS of both persecutors and persecuted. Most signiﬁééntly,
however, it is clear that fhe witch-hunts perpetuéted and embellished a misogynistic
discourse concerning women, which was already rooted in the dualism of early Greek
thbught and 'Chn'sﬁanitj; and which served to polarise mind and body, spirit and
maﬁef, men aﬁd women.

It ;:ould be argued that the Protestant Reformers moved to moderate this

“misogynistic fervour, but tBey were also arguably responsible for precipitating a
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polarisation of the category “woman” that reached its apex in the Victorian era, as will
be discussed later. The danger of female sexuality was embodied in a certain type of
woman, the prostitute, and under the influence of Reformers such as Calvin, bordellos
were suppressed and street prostitution forbidden in many parts of Europe (Culianu,
1995: 7-8). The married woman, however, embodied a safer and more moral sexuality
under male control, and although Martin Luther rejected the idea of woman as
imperfect man - in terms of God's creation of humankind in His image - his politics of
gender still left a lot to be desired: According to Luther, a woman should always be
confined to the home and it is, indeed, God's command that she be subservient and
obedient to her husband's rule (Synnott, 1993: 48).

| Recent historians of Protestantism tend to dispute the past assgmptions made
by some historians that the Protestant Reformation encouraged the liberation of
women and upheld the values of marriage as central to social order, morality, and
Christian life. On the contrary, today it is agreed that the sixteenth-century Protestant
Reformers were distinctly negative in their views on women, sexuality, and marriage.
Culianu points out that "recent research tends to emphasise rather sharply the
r;egative character of Protestant marriage, which is not a sacrament, but an almost evil
institution necessary only because of the weakness of the flesh, or, in Luther's own
terms, 'ein Spitall der Siechen,' a ’hdspital for the sick™ (1995: 8). It was not exactly
an inviting metaphor, but it was one that Luther aimed to make a reality: In this spirit,
and not wifhout a certain irony, he abolished both brothels and convents, cqndemning
women of all kinds - both "whore" and "virgin" - to compulsory marriage: "Luther
saw in every woman an instrument of the devil whom the marital bonds were meant to

chastise" (Culianu, 1995: 8). It would seem that women could not be easily purged of
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Eve's sin in these puritanical times. Luther thereby initiated the control and moral
development of women through marriage, a vision that was reinforced in nineteenth-

century Victorian times.

Victorian Sexuality

Nineteenth-century western history of the body and its construction has been
of particular interest to scholars, a history that would have constituted one of the
guiding paradigms for Freud's work. The work of Michel Foucault has been
predominant in identifying the body and sexuality as a locus of power, a trend he
tracés back to late seventeenth-century Europe, culminating in Victorian politics of
the body and unspoken sexuality. As Foucault points out in The History of Se&uality
(Vol. 1, 1978), it was among the bourgeoisie of the Victorian era that sexuality

became repressed and confined to the domestic domain:

Sexuality was carefully confined; it moved into the home. The conjugal
family took custody of‘ it and absorbed it into the serious function of
reproduction. On the subject of sex, silence became the rule. The
legitimate and procreatfve couple laid down the law. The couple
imposed itself as model, enforced the norm, safeguarded the truth, and
reserved the right to speak while retaining the principle. of secrecy. A
single locus of sexuality was acknowledged in social space as well as at
the heart of every household, but it was a utilitarian and fertile one: the

parents' bedroom. (1978: 3)
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For Foucéult, however, this repression was not really repression, and this
silence was not really silence: To the contrary, the Victorians ‘indulged in an increasing
scrutiny of sex and initiated an explosion of sexual discourse, sexual confession (not
only in the church, but also in the new confessional, Freﬁd's psychoanalysis), and
unorthodox sexualities that emerged in modern times. But knowledge arid control of
séxuality was a means to power, and it was through the very power of prohibition that

sexuality became a central issue in western society:

We must therefore abandon the hypothesis that modern industrial
societies ushered in an age of increased séxua] représsion,.. It is said
that no society has been more prudish; never have agencies of power
taken such care to feign ignorance of the thing they prohibited, as if
they were determined to have nothing fo 30 with it. But it is the
opposite that has become apparent... never have there existedV‘ more
Vc‘entres of power, never moreuattention manifested and vérbalised;
never more circular contacts and linkages; nev;ar more sites where theA
intensify of pleasures and persistency of power catch hold, only to’

spread elsewhere. (Foucault, 1978: 49)

Foucault presents the body as a locus of power relations, constitﬁting a focus
for th¢ appropriation of power in society through the exercise of power over the
body. From the éeventeenth century, this pow‘_erv changed from the sovereign's right to
decide life and dgathrover his subjects to "the administration of bodies and the

calculated management of life" (1978:140). Individual bodies and the population came
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to be surveyed, superyised, and disciplined into "docile bodies" through controls such
as the optimisation of the usefulness of the body as a machine and the regulaﬁon of
the population through demographic research and knowledge. Institijtions such as the
military and education, not to mention prisons and psychiatric hospitals, legalised and
legitimated such domination and control of society at large. This kind of deployment
of power is directly connected to the body, a definitively political power based on the
control of tiie body anci of populations that Foucault calls "bio-power" (1978: 139-
45).° Sex, as defined by Foucault, is a political issue that suffuses bio-power, since it
is intrinsic to the energies and capacities of the individual body and can be

manipulated to control populations:

Sex was a means of access both to life of the body and the life of the
species. It was eniployed as a standard for the disciplines and as a basis
for regul}ations. This is why in the nineteenth century sexuality was
sought out in the smallest details of individual existences; it was
tracked down in behaviour, pursued in dreams; it was suspected of
underlying the least follies, it was traced back into the earliest years of

childhood. (Foucault, 1978: 146)

Some feminist theorists have criticised Foucault for "gender blindness" in
terms of his analyses of power and knowledge in relation to the body, which, in its

social context, is not just sexualised, but also gendered (McNay, 1992:32-8). In

5 See, also, Foucault's Discipline arid Punish: The Birth of a Prison (1977) _qonceming the prisoner's
body as subject to disciplining power, in other words, as "docile body."
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addressing the politics of bio-power, it can be argued, Foucault does not adequately
address the fact that women's bodies, specifically, have. been appropriated and
‘controlled in patriarchal societies by male power and possession of knowledge
(Diamond and Quinby, 1988: xv). However, feminist scholars have equally
extensively drawn on the profound insights of Foucault's work as a support for
feminist - critical analysis of gendered and hierarchical power refations (see, for
example, Diamond and Quinby, 1988; Flax, 1990; McNay, 1992).‘

However, Victorian discourse of the body was undoubtedly gendered. Other
stvud_ies of nineteenth-century European conceptions of the body have unveiled
stereotype§ that consistently defined women by their bodily nature and sexuality,
evoking an idee of female sekuality as pathological. Sander Gilman (1986) identifies |
the focus of medical discourse and. the emerging public health model of the time to
have been on the "sexualised woman," in other words, the prostitute, as a source of
pollution and disease. "Normai“ bourgeois women and Wives, on the other hand,
represented a female sexuality that was spccessfully subordinated to male control. The
roots of these androcentric images of women that conceptualised excessively
sexualised female bodies as "other" were arguably to be found within male observers
themselves, arising from a deep, inner fear that women's potential sexp_al corruption of
the male ravas the “source of political impotence" (Gﬂman, 1986: 256). Thus, it is
‘implied th:at’male political power and the need to control bodies - or more specifically,
female sexuality - became intertwined and indistinguishable. Although thought of as
the most sexually repressive sociery in history, as Foucault‘pointed out, the Victorians
in fact generated an unprecedented discourse of sexuality that situated podies and

| physicality "at the very centre of social, pelitical, and cultural signification" (Gallagher
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and Laqueur, 1987: vii). It was this central discourse that defined gender difference
and men's control and domination of women.

This contradictory representation of sexual and bodily repression on the one
hand, and sexual and bodily signification of socio-political and gender relations on the
other, was clearly manifest in the nineteenth-century model of sexual difference.
Laqueur describes how this replaced the hierarchical model of sexual difference,
discussed above, that had lasted from ancient times to the eighteenth century. The.
older medical model had “interpreted the female body as merely an inferior and
inverted version of the male body, all of the women's reproductive organs simply
underdeveloped homologues of male organs" (Gallagher and Laqueur, 1987: viii). It
also, We recall, emphasised the significance of the geﬁeration ‘of heat and sexual
pleasure, indicating that male and female orgasm were both required for the process
of human reproduction, although the power of women's heat was less than men's.

However, the revised model of sexual difference that emerged in the
eighteenth century interpreted female reproductive biology as entirely opposite to the
male's, "stressing the opposition of male and female bodies, the woman's automatic
reproduqtive cycle, and her lack éf sexual feeling" (Gallagher and Laqueur,
1987: viii). Women became increasingly biologised and sexually.determined by their
reproductive capacity, and yet at the same time were interpreted as disembodied and
devoid of sexual feelings. A new binafy opposition is revealed here, a complementary
opposition of male desire and female no.n-desire, that formed the basis of European
nineteenth-_céntury medical and political discourse and male-dominated gender

relations.
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Feminist social historians have investigated the effects of this "politics of
reproducti?e biology" on the lives and experiences of nineteenth-century women (sée
Laqueur, 1987: 1-41). For instance, in Uneven Developments: The Ideologfcal Work
‘of Gender in Mid-Victorian England, Mary Poovey further explores "the
conceptualisation of difference as a binary organisation of sex," and argues that
Victorié,n interpretations. of biological sexuality, and the resulting construction of
gender relations, were social, not natural, phenomena (1988: 2-6). She discusses the
process of "ideological work" in the arena of gender that both constructed Victorian
ideology of gender relations and contested the assumptions that underpinned the
apparent stability and coherence of this ideology.

The binary opposition of séxual difference may have reinforced the patriarchal,
male public domain that excluded women from the vote and the world of work, but it
also evoked an idealisation of motherhood and the middle-class, "sexless" Victorian
woman's moral pqwer. This, we must remember, was in contrast td the alternative
po]itically engendered image of uncontrolled, "pathological” female sexualityv in the
sexualised, "other" woman, wﬁo symbolised carnal desire, immoral corruption of men,
pollution, and disease. Therefore, I would argue that it was equally important for
Victorian women to uphold the binary opposition of sexual difference, for example, as
illustrated in representations of the mother. As a result, not only was gender
polarisation perpetuated, but a long history of the female "virgin-whore" dichotomy
was renewed. The category "woman" was polarised into women who represented
marriage, motherhoqd, and morality on the one hand, and on the other, those who

embodied the dangers of uncontrolled sexuality and immorality.



51

'The socially constructed image of feminine morality was rooted in claims to a
natural "maternal instinct" that defined the "feminine" and "female nature," and
inspired womén’s nurturance vof children and moral influence on men. In The Myth of
Motherhood: An Historical View of the Maternal Instinct (1981), Elisabeth Badinter
also challenges the belief in the immutability of maternal love as instinct. Her study of
parental behaviour and motherhood over the last four centuries in France and other
parts of Europe shows wide variation in the choices women made and the quality of
love offered to children, much of it shocking in its rgvelaticins of neglectiand abuse.
| Only the philcisophy of Rousseau and the psychoanalytic thgory of Freud, she argues,
turned the tide bank to "mot‘her love," through forcing the burden of guilt onto
women for not fulfilling their "instinct." Even in Victorian times, this believf’in
“maternal instinct,” was more an idea than a reality.

Anthropolngist Henrietta Moore argues that the concept of “woman” as
“mother,” ‘a concept conflated with natural, reproductive processes and maternal
instinct, has always been a cultural construction that is nxpressed in different ways
across diﬁ'e‘rerit times and societies (1988: 25). In Victorian society, vi'omen and
children among poor, working-class families were still exploited as workers and
wage-earners. By contrast, mothers in middle and upper-class familiesvwere indeed
confined to the dometic sphere, but their energies were mainly given to rnnning the
household, rather than “mothering” as such, and the children were for the most part
cared for by nannies. As Moore points out, the ideal ofk childhood as a specizil,
separate world nnder the nurturing care of the mother and as part of the close family
unit assumed to be the norm in western culture today, isv a recent sociocultural

phenomenon (Moore, 1988: 25-27).
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History reinforces the claim that motherhood is always a socially‘ and |
politically determined concept and, recalling Foucault's bio-power, I would argue that
the nineteenth-century creation of motherhood became one of the pﬁme social
institutions used to control bodies and populations. Adding a psychological dimension
to the argument, Badinter says, "Maternal love is a feeling... And, like any feeling, it is
uncertain, ﬁagile, and imperfect. Contrary to many ‘assumptions it is not a deeply
rooted givén in women's natures" (1981: xxiii). This is echoed in Adrienne Rich's
cn’tiqué of contemporary patriarchal notions of maternal instinct, afguing that
motherhood is, in women's reality, earned and learned: “Motherhood is earned, first
through an intense physical and psychic rite of passage - pregnancy and childbirth -
theﬁ Athrough learning to nurture, which doe§ nof come by instinct" (1986: 12).

Poovey further analyses examples of assertive women and liberal feminists of
the Victorianvage who worked for the reform of éome of the gendered and class-
éngendered inequalities of their society, but‘nevertheless appropriated and m‘aint‘ained
the liberal, bourgeois, and patriarchal discourse of sexual difference and the domestic
ideal. Gerda Lemer, too, points out that early liberal feminists, wﬁo struggled for
equality as citizens, still emphasised woman's role as mother: "Even the ﬁrét major
feminist theoretician, Mary Wollstonecraft, appealed to women as a group mainly in
terms of their motherhood" (1993: 136)  Here, I would argue, the "politics of sacred
space" were already at ‘work, initiating a process of gendered power relations that "
idealised and secularised both corporeal and socially institutionalised “maternal
space."

In any event, the history of the body in western thought reveals that it has |

been interpreted and transposed into social relations, not-only as a physically defined
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“location or “space," but also as a socially determined "idea." Whether perceived as
biological réality or social idea, t’he body nevertheless remains spatial, an’
unequivocally physipal and enefgeticélly contest_ed_ site on which social relations,
gender relations, and, inevitably, power relations, continue to be enacted. As Foucault
pointed out, the body is ‘subject to power and control. Nowhere, for instance, is the
body, as living flesh, so palpably vulnerable to becoming a locus of social and political
domination than in its capacity for pain, such as that inflicted b‘y methods of torture
(Scarry, 1985).% In a similar way, I would suggest, the maternal body is av significant
example of such a sitg of pain and, therefore, of domination, in that the physical pain
experienced by many women in childbirth has rendered the female body vulnerable to
male appropriation and excessive srocio-medical control.

The body,‘ as the flesh, may be a small, localised space, but the "expansive
nature of human sentience" has the capacity to create "expansive territory," or diverse
worlds (Scarry, 1985: 22-3). As such, the body is subject, creator of myriad human
experiences and ideés. However, the body, as the flesh, is also subject fo the
sociocultural ideas of a particular time and» place and is, therefore, culturally created
as object. The bo'dy'is both sexualised and gendered, a simultaneously physical and
social space in which sex and gender meet and remain inextricably linked. Ideas of sex
and gender interact on this contested Aﬁeld of the body, evolving as part of the history
of dualistic thought and gender relations that have served to maintain male access to
power and knowledge, the subordination of women, and the denigration of female

sexuality.

® Elaine Scarry's The Body in Pain (1985) pfcsents extensive research on and incisive critical
analysis of the relationship between the body, pain, and the nature of human creation.
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The body, as both physical and social space where sex and gender méet, is no
less present in the framework of religion and religious ideas about sexuality and -
gender. In fact, as we have seen, religious myth and theology have been major players
in the development of ideae about the body, sex, and gender. Paula Cooey's Religious

| Imagination and the Boafy addresses‘this very issue, specifically in relation to religious
s‘yinbol systems, asking how "the ‘bodied' imagining subject and the body as culturai
artefact" are interrelated (1994: 7). Cooey eritically analyaes this ambiguous
conceotion of the body' and embodiment, developing a theory of an integrated
"’socionatural‘ process” in which the dichotomy of sex and gender can be coilapsed.
She implicates the dualistic notion of sex (biological)‘and gender (sociocultural), and
the attendant division between essentialism and culturali determinism, as no less
oulpable than any other binary opposition -’ for example, body an(i mind, or nature and
culture - in reinforcing male domination.‘ Sex and genderk both reside in tne body; the
body is not only biological anatomy (sexual ‘fimagining subject"), but it is also cultural |
construction (gendered ;'eultural artefact“'). The body, therefore, is potentially both
creator and creation of human ideas, imagination, and action or, in Cooey's specific
context of religion, of religious imagination and the work of ritual. Furthermore, for
as long as the idea of "woman" is culturally identiﬁed with "body," Cooey argues,
kthen any discussion of the relationship between the body and imagination rests on
critical analysis of gende’r‘diﬁ'erence (1994: 38). Again, I would argue that'tiie'
'maternal body signiﬁesv a very specific example of embodied space that is sexualised
and gendered, a space in which the "socionatural" tension beiween creator and

creation, subject and object, is all too painfully evident in women's lives.
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In conclusion, it is clear that philosophy, religion, medical science, and socio-
political ideals have all played their part in imagining the sexualised and gendered
body. The body arguably emerges as a changing and contested space in which the
continuous interaction between sex and gender takes place, a process that is deeply
implicated in the construction of the self and human experience of subjectivity. It has
also emerged from the history of the body that ideas about sex and gender, and the
idenfiﬁcation of ."woman" with "body," have frequently detracted from women's
experience of subjectivity and have engendered male domination and the
objectification of the female as "othér. " What is missing so far in this brief review of
the body and its role in the construction of the self, is a psychological view of what it
means to be human. I now turn to thisr question in relation tb the significance of sex
and gender in the development of the human psyche according to Freud's
psychoanalytic theory. In this context, I intend to analyse how femininity has been
interpreted, how the maternal body and motherhood could be defined as "sacred

space," and what the implications are for women's experience of subjectivity and self.
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CHAPTER THREE: FREUD, GENDER, AND THE SACRED MOTHER

3.1  FREUD, PSYCHOANALYSIS, AND FEMININITY

Freud and Feminism

If we turn to Freud's illustrious career that spanned the turn of this century, it is clear
that he inherited a dynamic socio-political, medical, and even religious discburse
relating to both sexual and gender difference. A bourgeois, socio-medical construction
of the body in western culture, as exanﬁned in the previous chapter, must inevitably
have furﬁished a paradigm for Freud's work and underpinned the social milieu in
which he himself, as well as his patients and their problems, were embedded.. Such a
social context, to some extent, explains Freud's undeniably sexist lahguage and
apparently misogynist ideoiogy fo’und in his analysis of sexual differentiation and the
development of gender identity.

Victorian attitudes towards women, fraught with ambivaience as they were,
must also ha;/e played a part in éhaping Freud's outlook on the female psyche and
female sexuality (Rédgers, 1995: 158). Social mores concerning women ‘of his time,
even among feminists, we recall, had already effected a polarisétion of women and the
f;méle bbdy: The bourgeois réalm of female sexuality bound by marriage on the one
hand, ‘where women were characterised by their subordinatfon to male control,
“asexuality," morality, and good works; and on the other, the realm of the élleg‘ed
'excéssively' sexualised female body, where women _wére perceiv'ed- as "other,"

embodying promiscuous immorality and the corruption of male power. For the
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Victorians, the moral obligations of the good wife and mother were paramount,

ensuring that no other creative activity was necessary for a mother until her children

were grown. In short, it took the advent‘ of Freud's psychoanalysis applied to the issue

of maternity "to transform a moral obligatipn into a psychological law,' equating the
- creative impulse with the procreative oﬁe“ (Suleiman, 1985: 359).

Within the parameters of this ideology of female sexuality, Freud's work
seémed to evoke a mystiﬁcation of women's psychology implied in his renowned
reference to "the sexual life of adult worﬁen as a 'dark continent' for pﬁychology"'
(1926k: 212) and his investigétions into the "riddle of femininity": "Throughout
: hyistor_y," Freud recalls, "people have knocked their heads against the riddle of the
nature of femininity" (1933: 113). Furthemiére, his deductions about “femininity" are
frequently defined by negativé (even pathological) psychological tendencies, such as
narcissism, masochism, and lack of intelleqtual and moral capacity. But, to his credit,
Freud stresse§ that bisemality is present in all human beings, and is at ’pains to identify
both “fémininity“ and "masculinity" as psychical attributes residing in both women and
men. In his essay "Femininity," he extends this point to critique the notion that‘
masculinity is to femininity as activity is to passivity - actiVe,and passive qualities, too,
aré evident in both sexes (1933: 114). However, in contradiction of this idea, Freud
also charts the attainment of femininity as an éxplicitly gender-specific process, that of
the biological female child becoming a woman (Brennan, 1992: 7).

In any event, Freud unquestionably confronted and struggled with issues of
sex and gender and ;he effects of patriarchal culturé on women's psychology.
Moreover, he explored the realm of the unconscious to ascertain the part it played in

reinforcing the roles that had become entrenched for men and women. Many of
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Freud's introductory and concluding remarks in his papers, particularly those
addressing development of masculinity and femininity, are disarming in their tentative,
and even apologetic, tone. His lecture on "Femininity," for example, begins: "All the
while I am preparing to talk to you I am struggling with an intemal difficulty. I feel
uncertain, so to speak, of the extent of my licepce" (1933: 112). Previous mistakes
and omissions; and the need for further case studies and research in particular areas,
are frequently acknowledged. Tlﬁs tentativeness was not pecessari]y upheld in his
expressed findings concerning psychological development and gender identity, but we
need to probe Behind the l'ahguage that often appears misogynist at ﬁrsi glance.

In response to these trajectories of Freudian thought, some feminists ﬁave
Arejected psychoanalytic theory in their own theorising of gender and sexual diﬂ'erence'
in patriarchal society. However, there has been an increasing body of feminist
scholgrship that has turned to and drawn on the profound insights of psychoanalysis,
thus indicating the readiness to explore beyond the ebstaele of Freud's androcentric
worldview and problematic language. This renewed feminist interest has rested
primarily on an acknowledgement of the existence of tﬁe upconscious and Freud's
insistence on its prime significance, along with sexuality, in the psychological
construction of the self, gender identity, and society.ADili'gent re-readings and critical
analysis of Freud and post-Freudians have consequently provided one of the essential
foundations for fefninist deceristruction and transformation of patriarchal ideology.'

‘In her ground-breaking vs;ork, Psychoanalysis and Feminism, Juliet Mitchell

was the first to counter feminist rejection of Freud with the argument that

! For example, Jessica Benjamin; Teresa Brennan; Nancy Chodorow; Dorothy Dinnerstein; Patricia
Elliot; Jane Flax; Jane Gallop; Naomi Goldenberg; Diane Jonte-Pace; Adrienne Rich; Madelon
Sprengnether; Judith Van Herik.
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"psychoanalysis is not a recommendation fpr a patriarchal society, but an analysis of
one" ((1974: xv). For Mitcpell, an understanding of how the unconscious operates in
society, in assopiation with sexuality and gender differences, is essential for further
pomprehension of how .patriarchal ideology itself functions. In a similar vein,
Elizabeth Grosz's feminist introduction to Lacanian psychoénalysis notes that Lacan
insisted that Freud needed no revision, since "Freudian psychoanalysis provides a
series of techniques by which other social and intellectuél porms cban be examined as
symptomatic of social relations" (1990: 10). Indeed, Freud worked within an
entrenched patriarchal social structure and his life's task was dedicated to explaining
and attempting to heal the psychological wounds ihﬂicted on both women ‘and men by
that social order. Therefore, Mitchell argues, it i§ appropriate for feminists to probe
psychoanalytic theory for clues about how ideas of gender difference have been
constituted to produce and reproduce ‘;the operations of a patriarchal system that
must by definition oppress women" (Mitchell, 1974: xvii). Unlike other psychologies
that address problems of consciousness, psychoanalysis, Mitchell reminds us, dealé
unequivocally with the unconscious (1974: 8). In paying attentidn to this fundamental
tenet of Freud's theory, we might access an explanation for women's poSition in
patﬁarchy and the psychic consequences of their subordinaﬁon to men under the
“Law of the Father." | |

Nonetheless, Freud's simultaneous emphasis on individual psychological
development through the phases of sexual development, with corresponding reference
’to relevant parts of the body, suggests tﬁat biological'de_tenninism permeates his
psychoahaly‘tic theory. As early as 1905, in his 771ree Essays on Sexuality (1905: 125-

254), Freud identifies and stresses the existence and important determining power of
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"infantile sexuality” in the development of human identity. This aspect, too, has
aroused suspicion amongst feminists apprehensive of a biological essentialism that
points to a construct of "universal woman" and therefore suppresses the reality of
differences amongst women and expressions of female sexuality.

But Naomi Goldenberg, for instance, suggests that Freud's theory, in spite of
its sexism and reliance on biological determinism, offers an opportunity for opposing
the oppressive, androcentﬁc philosophies of the ﬁxind-body split. Freudian and post-
Freudian psychoanalysis,’Goldenberg argues, "has inspired an extensive body of
thought based on the idea that human beings are essentially physical creatures whose
mental and emotional experience is derived wholly from bodily life" (1990\: 83). She
therefore points to an avenue (particularly in the work of object relations theorist,
D.W. Winnicott) for disrupting the androcentric privileging of the mind or soul over
the body that has served to oppress women in patriarchal culture. Christine Downing
further points out that for Freud the body is really "a metaphor for the soul”
(Downing, 1992: 75). She stresses, though, that Freud's association of parts of the
~ body with interpretation of psychological expeﬁenbes is both metaphorical and literal.
Experiences such és “pem';-envy" and the fear of castration are responses to the literal
genital organ, the penis, and to what it symbolises (as metaphor, the "phallus,”
symbolising the "Law of the Father"). The body as metaphor, in the context of
psychoanalysis, is inextricably linked to the unconscious, “forever imagining its desires
and forever elaborating its past" (Goldenberg, 1993: 177). |

However, before exploring the significance of feminist analysis of Freudian
and ﬁost-Freudian theories any further, which will be left for Chapters Five and Six, I

intend in this chapter, to examine two main areas of concern: First, Freud's theory of
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psychosexual development, most specifically in relation to the development of female
identity (in Freud's terms, “femininity"), and its implications for women and
conceptions of the mother; and second, his writings_ relating to the origins of culture
and religion, showing how they relate to gender difference, the feminine, and maternal
- images. Then, in Chapter Four, similar issues will be taken up in reiation to post-
Freudian psychoanalytic thought, with particular emphasis first on Lacan's theoretical
interpretation of Freudi‘an psychoanalysis and second, on Winnicott's object relations

theory.

| ‘Psvchosexual Development and the Son

| Despite the undeniable fact that we ére all born of woman, the figure of the
mother is notably repressed and silent in Freud's psychoanalytic representation of
psychosexual development (see Sprengnether, 1990). Although present,r particularly
as the "preoedipal mother” in the early stages of the child's infancy, the mother is
consistently situated as passive object, not active subject.? Freud idealises the mother
~ as entirely de\'/oted to her infant, most particularly the son, and charactenises her as
"the passive recipient of her son's libidinal urges" (Sprengnether, 1990: 2). He carries
this idea to an extreme by arguing that the only true fulfilment of a woman's desire is
the birth of a son, who repfesents the penis she neven possesséd ‘and therefore
symbolises the repair of her state of castration (1933: 127-34). What the mother has
lost in terms of subjectivity and activity, rooted in her' socially-defined role as a

woman in patriarchal society, is symbolised in the phallus which she lacks, but which

Z Several feminist scholars have approached this aspect of Freud's work that denies or represses the
subjectivity of the mother and have worked to recover maternal subjectivity: See, for example, Julia
Kristeva, "Stabat Mater" (1986c); Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born (1986); Madelon Sprengnether,

" The Spectral Mother (1990); Susan Rubin Suleiman, "Writing and Motherhood” (1985).
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her son possesses. Therefore, Freud goes on, she enjoys vicarious experience of life

through her son's achievements:

A mother can transfer to her son the ambition which she has been
obliged to suppress in herself, and she can expect from him the
satisfaction of all that has been left over in her of her masculinity

complex. (1933: 133)

For both the male and female child, however, "normal" psychological development
and gender identity (within the patriarchal and socially-constructed norm of
heterosexuality) can only be achieved by Atranscending attachment to the mother.
According to Freud,' though, this is effected in different ways, and at different stages,
by girls and boys.

Of primary importance to Freud is the son's successful negotiation of the
Oedipus and castration complexes towards escaping his Oedipal desire for his mother,
so that he can disentangle himself from the disempowering threat of femininity. It is
the Oedipus and castration complexeé that -are central to male psychoéexual
development and little significance is attached to the mother-infant relationship of the
preoedipal period in this process. Object-cathexis for the mother in the Oedipal period
has to be renounced, partly achieved by the little boy noticing the little girl's lack of a
penis, which "isvregarded as a result of castration, and so now the child is faced with
the task of coming to terms with castration in relation to himself" (Freud, 1923: 144).
But mdre decisively, it is the liberating father who intervenes with his prohibition of

incest, under the guise of threatening castration. This threat, imagined or real,



63

demolishes the Oedipus complex ,and. thus leads his son on the path towards
independence and individuation, masculinity, and the development of the superego.

According to Freud, the son identifies with his father and, like Oedipus, first
loves and desires his mother, "which originally related to the mother's breast and is the
 prototype of an object-choice on the anaclitic model" (1923a: 31). The little boy thus
becomes hostile to the father and wishes to replace him in relation to his mother; but,
inevitably, he also bears the guilt of wishing to do away with his own father.
- However, the prohibition of incest and the imagined threat of castration from the all-
. powerfulfather serves to disrupt the mother-son bond. The terror that accompanies it
encourages the son to repress those urges and avoid castration by joining the
masculine world, where his energy can be directed to the development of the
superego and, finally, Aindependent phallic masculinity and the positive resolution of
the Oedipus complex.

Later, in this ideal progression of masculinity, the boy‘s repressed sexual desire
for his mother will presumably be transferred to _normative heterosexual urges and
relationships, for prolonged identification with the mother, according to Freud, can
only lead to some form of pathogenic, negative resolution of the Oedipus complex,
such as homosexuality (Kahn, 1985: 88). Just as Freud represses the power of the
mother, so, too, does he repress the effects of identification with the rnother ona
man's life, an identification that in Freudian thought is deemed disturbing to the son's
smooth path to manhood. As Coppelia Kahn points out, "manhood as patriarchal
culture creates it depends on denying, in myriad ways, the powerful ambivalence that
the mother inspires" (Kahn 1985: 88) And so, in Freud's lnterpretation of events, the

mother's obvious lack of a penis and the son's perception of her as castrated and
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subordinate is emphasised as pivotal to male development, allowing him to deny his
connection with her and to collude with masculine contempt for femininity and its

implied passivity, as embodied in his own "castrated" mother >

Psychosexual De\'/elopment'and the Daughter

Now, however, the question remains concerning how the infant daughter fares
in her development as a human being, according to a theoretical framework that
seems to pay scant attention to the mother-daughter relationship. Here we need to
investigate Freud's theory of femininity where it .speciﬁcally defines the process by
which female psychosexual development progresses. It is in this context that the
binary oppositions discussed earlier impinge on Freud's work, since the female is
largely defined by lack, measured against the dominant phallocentric norm.

Although women have been typified as sexually passive, Freud indicates that it
is nevertheless women who are shaped by and subject to the body. Therefore, they are
situated in a context of sexuality and nature that serves to deny them a significant role
in the public domain and the creation of culture. Lack of the phallus appears to
determine the course of the girl's psychical development, culminating in the attainment
of the heterosexual norm within the domesticity of marriage and, ultimately,
motherhood.

Femininity, then, is formulated further by an expanding store of "lacks" (as
opposed t;> the positive attributes of masculinity) - lack of superego development;

lack of ego-boundaries and moral development; lack of a sense of duty; lack of reason

3 Freud details the process of negotiating the Oedipus and castration complexes in the case of boys in
several of his essays and lectures. See, for example: The Ego and the 1d (1923a: 31-5); "The _
Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex" (1924: 173-9), "Some Psychical Consequences of the
Anatomical Distinctions Between the Sexes," (1925: 249-51).
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and intellectual capacity - and so on. Rather, qualities such as masochism, narcissism,
love (as opposed to moral sense of duty), and feéling (as opposed to reason and
rationality) aré attributed to femininity - and explicitly to women (Freud, 1925: 257-8;
1933: 132). Although Freud identifies femininity as the natural and desired goal of the
girl's healthy psychosexual development into a woman, several of the characteristics
enmeshed in it are undeniably construed as negative and problematic for women.
Moreover, where "femininity" is found in men, it is defined as pathologiéal, as a
residual of preoedipal identification with the mother that has to be surmounted and
repressed. Are we to conclude, therefore, that Freud perceived the "normal"
psychological state of women as pathological? As Rachel Bowlby points out in Still
Crazy After All These Years (1992: 144), Freud implies that the "properly feminine"
woman's "baby-wish simply takes the place of the penis-wish." The "baby-wish"
* substitutes for the entirely unfeminine (according to Freud)‘wish for a penis, which,
underneath it all, continues to exist. Therefore, Bowlby concludes, since even "the
properly'feminine woman is... still hankering after a penis" there is no place for
femininity at all, since femininity itself is repudiation of femininity (1992: 144).
Recalling Mitchell's (1974) feminist analysis of psychoanalysis, it could.
nevertheless be argued thét Freud was arguably striving to explain what he observed
about femininity and masculinity, iﬁ women and men, within the society he inhabited.
His aim was to address "the woundedness of all who live under ‘The Law of the
Father" (Downing, 1992: '59-60). Perhaps even more pertinent, is his portrait of

femininity as psychologicall'y. disabling for both sexes, .though clearly more
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dramatically for women.* Freud begins to disclose femininity - a psychological
phenomenon - and its bodily metaphor, the maternal womb, as something familiar and
yet unknown - repressed to the unconscious or, more pointedly, the unconscious itself
- "the place of origin and of death" (Downing, 1992: 105).°

Once again, this points us to the body, the site of all feeling, expexierlce, and
emotion, and yet, at the same time, the locus of carnal mortality, of death. Since the
maternal body, physiologically, is the site of birth, no wonder it is "woman" (more
accurately, “mother") who is indicted as the site, also, of death. Here, already, we can
perceive a polarised image of the mother. Are human beings, particularly men,
forgetful that all bodies are the site of birth and death? As Downing further points out,
in Analysis Terminable and Interminable (1937), Freud insinuates that it is the dread
of “femininity" that men must strive to overcome, not femininity itself (Downing,
1992: 99-100). This moment of both remembering arld forgetting has arisen naturally
at this point of my analysis but, prematurely, for further critical attention: It opens the
question of polarity and paradox that will become central at a later stage in Chapters
Three and Four.

To return to this moment and Freud's attention to gender identity, We find that
his propositions concerning femininity underwent gradual change as other aspects of
his psychoanalytic theory intervened. However, Freud consistently maintained a theme

of defining the female by her lacks, in comparison with a male benchmark of

4 See Teresa Brennan’s The Interpretation of the Flesh (1992) for a rigorous analysis of Freud's
theory of femininity in relation to the energetic dimension of psychic life: "For Freud, emotions
and affects are tied to drives, and drives to psychical energy. Femininity was a riddle because Freud
could not explain why certain drives and affects were turned against the subject in a disabling way.
Indeed, femininity, for Freud, means a specific psychical state that is always disabling” (p. x).

3 Here Downing is drawing on Freud's insights in "The Theme of the Three Caskets" (1913a: 291-
302); "The 'Uncanny" (1919: 219-52).
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normative sexuality and social identity. Up until his theoretical work The Ego and the
Id (1923a),_ Freud presented the psychosexual deveiopment éf girls as "precisely
ahalogous" to the eﬁ‘ects_of the Oedipus complex experienced by boys, except, to put
it bluntly, girls identified With their mothers, desired their fathers, and consequently
hoped to get rid of their mothers (Bfennan, 1992: 9). It was considered natural that a
| girl's first sgxual desife should, like a boy's, be heterosexual and therefore .directed
towards the father. The "Oedipal attitude" in a little girl Would establish her "feminine
character" as surely as the Oedipus complex "would consolidate the masculinity in a
boy's character" (Freud, 1923a: 32).

In 1923, however, Freud's identification of analogy between boys and girls in
their psyéhosexual development was mafked by unéeﬂainty, expréssed in his

androcentric observations of "infant genital organisation":

For both sexes, only one genital, namely the male one, comes into
account. Whaf is present, thefefore, is not a primacy of the genitals,
but a primacy of the phallus. Unfortunately er can describe this state
- of things only as it affects the male child; the correspéndihg processes

in the little girl are not known to us. (1923b: 142)

But a new and transformative realisation about thé development of ferﬁale sexuality
was soon to folléw Freud's rejection of an ,analogous "Electra complex" in girls, a step
which he ﬂequently reiterates (see 1931: 228-9).

~ After 1923, with the advancement of his theory to a definition of the structure

of the id, ego, and superego, which revealed the essential role of the threat of
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castration for proper social and moral development in terms of the superego, Freud
completély revised- his thinking about femininity. Brieﬂy but, he recognised that the
first love and sexual object of both boys and girls is the rﬁother, and therefore the
daUgh'fer cﬁonfrénts the tortuous process of turning away from her mother and
transferring an QOedipal ~desire towards her father, in order vto ’complete her
psychosexual d‘evelopment.6 Suddenly, direct and incis_ive attention is turned to the
signiﬁcance of the preoedipal relatfonship of the mother and infant daughter. But
‘primacy for the mother (as subject) was not to be, since this attachment to the mother
hgs to be renounced and rejected for true femininity to be attained within the confines
of "normal" heterosexﬁality. How, asks Frcud; do girls manage to abandon their
original love-object, the mother, and turn to their fathers?

Freud's answer.with regard to this circuitous path to womanhood gave rise to
his infamous (to feminists) characterisation of the little girl, in the anal phase of
psychosexual development, as éntirely masculine, as a "little man" (1933: 118). Here
Freud re'fers‘t,o the original bisexuality of both girls and boys - at this stage, both
'equaily possess active and. passive traits and girls play as boisterously and aggressi?ely
as 'boys. In the phallic phase, however, the li_ttle girls’s ;cllleged phallic ‘ sexuality,
centred in the clitoris, her subsequent realisation that this organ is inferior to the benis
she lacks, and finally, her experience of "penis envy," leads her to blame her mbther
for sending her into the world “ill-equipped." "Penis-envj',' is an immediate reaction,
says Freud: "She makes her judgemeht and her decision in a flash. She has seen it and

knows that she isl without it and wants to have it" (1925: 252).

® Freud focused explicitly on restructuring his theory of femininity in three particular essays: "Some
Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction Between the Sexes" (1925: 241-58),
"Female Sexuality," (1931: 221-43); "Femininity," (1933 [1932]): 112-35). ‘
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The daeghter's ‘on'ginal love for her mother, according to Freud, had all along
been for the fantasy of the "phallic mother," before she realised her mother, foo,
lacked the phallus. Her consequent hostility towards her mother, then, leads the way
to a transference of love to her father and, Freud adds, her sexual dn’ves to the vagina.
Accompanying this transformation is the little girl's replacement of her wish for a
penis with one for a child, first experienced as a desire to receive a baby from her
father (1925: 256). It is then that the girl enters the path .to "normal" femininity, where
passivity and narcissism take precedence, apparent in her need fo be loved by, rather
than actively to love her father (and later, other men) and her inherent passive
receptiveness to that love.

Freud specifically identifies two main tasks for the little girl ih this process -
changing her love object from mother to father and entering the Oedipal period, and
transferring her leading genital zone from clitoris to vagina. These changes are
deemed essential for women to achieve the goal of "normal" psychical and
heterosexual development, that ‘is,vthe attajnment of femininity, or becoming a woman
| (1931: 227-35; 1933: 117-18). Again, as in the case of boys when they give up their
Oedipal desires, the mother and the preoedipal period have to be rejected in the girl's
development of appropriate gender identity. Whereas the castration complex serves to
destroy the Oedipus complex in boys, in the case of the girl, the rea]is.ation that she is
castrated ihaugurate; hen" Oedipus complex, that is, tuming to her father as love-
object and turning against her mother (1925: 257).

Then, finally, to return to an earlier point, Freud surmises that the task is only
com'plete when a wohnan marries and gives birth to a son in recompense for her

"castration" and the baby she could not receive from her father - in short, when she
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becomes "mother." Thus, the circle is completed: We are presented with the picture of
the little girl who behaves like a boy, who becomes a woman, who becomes a hother,
who ultimately becomes Freud's ideal of the feminine, the passive recipient of her
infant's libidinal desires. The increase of passivity - and the inherent sacrifice of active,
phallic "masculinity" - it is noted, marks the stages along the way to womanhood.
Turning away from her mother, Freud asserts, is "more than a mere change of object,"
but it also showé a "marked diminution of the active impulses and an augmentation of

the passive sexual impulses" (1931: 239).

The Maternal Body as Sacred Space

I would argue that Freud's theory of female psychological development, that
is, the achievement of "normal femininity," expresses a spatially;organised process
rooted in the body. Although sexuality and the body arguably provide a metaphor for
psychological transitions, Freud constantly alludes to essential, physiologically-based
operations. For example, he consistently speaks of the girl's realisation of castration,
not as a symbol, but as a réality: "A girl may refuse to accept the fﬁct of being
castrated..." (1925:252); or, "She acknowledges the fact of her castration, the
consequent superiority of the male and her own inferiority, but she also rebels against
these unpleasant facts" (1931: 229). Furthermore, one of the two essential tasks for
the little girl to become a wbman is, in Freud's account, the transition from the clitoris
to the vagina as leading erotogenic zone, an unequivocally somatic procedure. This, in
terms of metaphor, symbolises the transition from phallic "masculine” activity to

receptive "feminine" passivity.
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The confrontation of these "facts" and the negotiation of the péth- to
womanhood plainly cannot be easy, Freud readily admits. Since his developmental
theory stresses that both boys and girls have to reject their mothers, Diana Meyers
perceptively notices Freud’s apparently arbitrary choice to dwell on difficulties .
encounteréd by girls and on explaining girls’ defection from their mothers, rather than
questioning why boys should remain attached to “mother substitutes” (1994: 66).
Logically, it is arguable that his assumption that boys maintain their erotic allegiance
to women after repudiating their desire for the mother require§ as much, if not more,
explanation than that of girls’ rejection of the mother in favour of the father and men.
But this would clearly present a threat to the centrality of Freud’s Oedipal thesis and
the superiority of masculinity: As Meyers remarks; “Freud’s account of gender would
have been altvogether different if he had been baffled by boys’ pliant sexua_l fidelity to
women, despite their tyrannical mothers, rather than by girls’ seemingly well-
motivated sexual rebellion agéinst them” (1994: 66).

In emphasising the difficulties for the girl’s path to womanhood, Freud further
points to the lack of success in many women to reach the goal of "normal femininity,"
and the consequences of such failure. For éxample, if theﬁ girl refusgs to accept the
"fact" of her castration, she "may subsequently be compelled to behave like a man"
(1925: 252). Or other dangers, such as sexual inhibitions and neuroses, may also lie in
wait for the girl who finds it difficult to sacrifice hér “infantile masturbation" - the
symbol of masculine, phallic activity (1933: 126). Remnants.of active or aggressive
attributes are relegatéd to the periphery of normal womanhoéd and considered

pathological.
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The fulfilment of femininity is therefore socially and morally idealised in an
androcentric view of the mother and motherhood, most particularly in the mother-son
Arelgtionship: "A mother is only brought unlimited satisfaction by her i-elétion to a son;
this is altogethér the most perfect, the most ‘free from ambivalence of all human
relatibhships” (1933: 133). Here, I would suggest that Freud's idealisation of the
mother could be extended to signify sacralization, since he implies that motherhood is
the embodiment of eros and the ultimaté goal and fulfilment of female developmept -
only then, it would seem, does the girl truly become a woman. Luce Irigaray, for
instance, was quick to recognise the importance of critically analysing maternal
function as the infrastructure of western patriarchal civiliSation, where motherhood is
typified as an objectified institution sanction.ed by the divine (see Whitford, 1991: 27).
In this sense, the achievement of female subjectivity as a woman, independent of the
"maternal-feminine," is rendered impossible.

By the same token,V however, femininity, as embodied in the mother, is
objectified andvnegatively characterised as passive and narcissistic. In the case of the
boy, the mother is the object of his Oedipal desires, but because of her apparent (to
him) passive, "castrated" state, she must eventually be left behind. Male fear of
castration and disﬁbling femininity leads to denigration and rejection of the mother,
who is replaced by other women, and eventually, a wife. Even then, Freud's vision of
the wifev is negatively portrayed in his implication that her true expression of love,
desired by the husband, is most often saved for a son. Then in the case of the girl,
abandonment of her love for her mother is said to be unavoidable in assuring her
successful attainment of womémhood. And so, T would suggest, a polarisation of the

sacred image of the mother - the ultimate ideal of the feminine - is produced: On the
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one hand, maternal love and motherhood is exalted as the exemplar of eros and the
fulfilment of womanhood; while on the other, the mother, and womanhood itself, is
defined by numerous inadequacies, to be denigrated and shunned as a danger to the

real, "masculine" business of life.

Maternal Subjectivity and Power

Yet Freud’s maternal feminine is more complex, even, than this; it is, as [
perceive it, as if the contradictions multiply. For'residing in this maternal space, as
well, is a power that is not allowed full expression in Freud's story of femininity. In his
essay, "Female Sexuality" (1931) he notes, with some surprise, the power, strength,
and duration of the preoedipal mother—daughter bond: "the pre-Oedipus phase in
- women gains an importance which we have not attributed to it hitherto" (1931: 225-
6). But Freud's realisation does not diminish his insistence that it is a bond that must
~ be broken.

In asking Whatcould possibly generate the little giri_'s hostility and ultimate
abandonment of her love for her mother, Freud refers to several possibilities. In
addition to the mother's failure to provide her daughter with an adequate sex organ,
~ he lists'her other shortcomings: her failure, also, to provide enough milk; her being the
- source of the daughter's pain experienced in losing the breast after premature, and
‘presumably, mother;irxitiated 'weaning; being the agent of the daughter's fear of
poisoning; forcing the daughter to share her mother's love with siblings; and; perhaps
most ‘signiﬁcantly, initially stimulating or "seducing" the daughter (in the course of
routine hygiene and nursery care of the infant), only later to pI'Ohlblt sexual act1v1ty,

that is, childhood masturbation(1931 234; 1933: 122-3).
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Although F reud focuses on interpreting theser rﬁatemal actions as fantasies and
emotional reactions of the child, he fails to conceal insinuations of active seduction,
power, and aggression in the mother as the daugﬁter's hostility unfolds. Sprengnether
(1990) highlights these points as intimations of the “Specfre" of maternal subjectivity
and active agency that Freud seeks to avoid - features that are surely the same in the
mother's treatment of both daughters and sons during the preoedipal period.
Conseqﬁently, she asks, why is it that boys, in ‘Freud‘s account of their Oedipus
complex, do not likewise react with the same kind of hostility as girls towards their

mothers?

In his zeal to explain the inevitability of the daughter's disillusionment
with her mother and the destruction of her infahtile love, Freud
stumbles into issues that threaten his idealisation of the Oedipal bond
between mother and son. The questions of maternal seduction and
aggression which he labours to banish from his construction of
masculine development have a way of resﬁrfaCing in his arguments
concerning feminine deklélopment, at the same time that his discussion
of ambivaien;:e raises doubts about the mutual gratification he ascribes

to the mother-son relationship. (Sprengnether, 1990: 162)

- But if this maternal subjectivity were fully aéknowled'ged, the primacy of male
development and the phallus, thfough the Oedipus complex, would be threatened.
Freud adheres to the precedence of the Oedipus complex and it is the active,

"masculine" striving of the male subject to make his way in the world that is valorised.
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In effect, Freud upholds motherhood as the ultimate fulfilment for women on the one

hand, while on the other, he implies that this ultimaté goal is not of much worth in the

overarching plan of human development, society, and creation of culture. In the end,

she must be denounced and rejected by boys and men in order to avoid the perils of
castration and femininity, as well as by girls and women. As I will show in later
analysis of Freud's thinking about feligion, men's desire to return to the "oceanic

feeling” or "maternal plenitude" of the préoedipal relationship signifies "femininity"

and weakness. Moreover, we might well be led to assume that a woman who

partiéipates in the world without becoming a mother has deviated from the normative

path of female identity and fallen prey to the "masculinity complex" or disabling

neuroses. She therefore moves beyond the par’amefers of normal femininity and shows

signs of psychical and social deviance. If Freud's theory of femﬁle psychosexual

development explains the oppression of women undervpatriarchy_, it also succeeds in

presenting a polarised vision of women and the mother that is fraught with

contra,diétions, tensions, and pitfalls.

Freud's research into individual psychosexual development was mostly drawn
from two sources - reflection on his own childhood and psychical development and
his analyses of his patients' neuroses. Therefore, his theory naturally focuses to a large
extent on the explanation of psychological pathology. Freud's clinical case studies also
give little attention to thevinﬂuence of the mother in the development of neurosis or
psychological pathology in either girls or boys, interpretations that lead to further
contradictions. His idealisation of the preoedipal mother and insistence on female
passivity, forces him, again, to avoid confronting these possibilities of maternal

agency, power, and aggression. For Freud, femininity is narcissistic and masochistic,
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and a woman's desire and aggression is turned in on herself as a consequence of her

recognising her "naturally" castrated state:

The suppression of women's aggressiveness which is prescribed for
them constitutionally and imposed on them _spcially favours the
development of powerful masochistic impulses, which succeed, as we
know, in binding erotically the destructive trends which have been
diverted inwards. Thus masochjsm‘, as people séy, is truly feminine.

(1933: 116)

If the mother is assumed to be passive and turned in on herself, as suggested by
Freud, then presumably she also plays little part in a child's normative socialisation or
in what is judged to be his or her healthy or "ﬁormal“ psychological development.

In terms of Freud's ideas about parental seduction; thbe possibility of maternal
desire and aggression towards the child, once again, is raised.” It is successful
negotiation of the Oedipus and castration complexes that is crucial to development of
- a healthy = superego, avoidance of neurosis, and attaining full autonomy and
independence, not only from the engulfing mother and the dangers of femininity, but‘
also, ultimately, 'from "feminine" idealisation of the father. For, indeed, once the girl
has abandoned her attachment to her mother and transposed her love to her father,

she has little motivation to demolish the Oedipus complex. No longer threatened by

7 See Sprengnether (1990: 39-85), for an analysis of several of Freud's most famous clinical case
reports, such as "Dora,” "Little Hans," the "Rat Man," and the "Wolf Man." She argues that
although they clearly implicate the influence of maternal desire and seduction in the development
of their neuroses, Freud clings to masculine, oedipal interpretations that focus on the paternal role.
See also. Coppelia Kahn's "The Hand that Rocks the Cradle" (1985).
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castration, the girl's superego is less fully developed than a boy's - the reason, in
Freud's view, for women's inadequacies. He indicates quite expressly "that they show
less sense of :social justice than men, that they are less ready to submit to the
exigencies of life, that they ére more often influenced in their judgements by feelings
of affection or hostility" (1925:257-8), and so on - not to mention the female
tendency towards jealousy as a consequence of earlier penis-envy. But the centrality
of the Oédipus complex and masculinist ideals in Freud's theory of femininity fails to
access the styrength of the mother-daughter relationship, and reasons why the daughter
* should blame imer mother for her lack are never adequatély theorised. The mother is
represented in terms of a narcissistic engulﬁnent of self that both sons and daughters
can only escape through’ the father's world, whether for good or bad. Although Freud
acknowledges that in the modern world the father is consistently absent in the child's
day-to-day life, somehow any significance attributed to the mother's influence on
children's sdcialisation and moral development is repressed.

Many psychoanalytic feminists have criiiqued these implications and have
searched for different ways to interpret Freud's theory of femininity to access the
subjecﬁvity of métemal desire and to support, as Irigaray stresses, the subjectivity of
women as women. Sprengnether's rereading of Freud in The Spectral Mother, fork
instance, extensively analyses the contradictions in his wﬁting, revealing that even
Freud :himself could not entirely erase the subjectivity and significance of the
preoedipal mother and maternal desire in human develorpment. Post-FreudianS, too,
have generated new directions in psychoanalytic iheory, with objeci relations theory
most notablyvassigning precedence to the preoedipal period over th;a later Oedipal

stage of development. However, before exploring these innovations in depth, I intend
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first to turn to Freud's work in the area of culture and religion, particularly in relation

to the arguably parallel images of the feminine and of the mother found there.

32 FREUD, CULTURE, AND RELIGION
This séctlon will be devoted to discussion of Freud's theories conceming the

origins of ".cmllsatlon" and culture and the role of. relrglon in human socrety It is

possible to identify close parallels to- Freud's psychoanalytrc theory of the individual in

his thinking about western culture, 1nd1cat1ng a macrocosmic process of communal

‘human development that is analogous to the microcosmic development of the self.

Issues of femininity and patriarchal poWer and, more sp'eciﬂeally, the suppreasion of
the figure of the oreoedipal mother (or of matriarchies and the mother-goddesses) are

replicated in Freud's writings on culture and religion. Judith Van Herik explicitly bases

l1er study of tlre issues of femininityand religion in Freud's work on the argument that |
his "theories of gender v(men'tal femininity and masculinity) and of religion are

internally related" (1982:1). But Freud's thinking about the development of human

society and eulture, just as his psychoanalytic theory of the individual, was rooted in

the sr)irit of his times. James Jones, for example, points out that, as "an heir of the

Enliglltemnent, Freud assumed that atheism was normati\"e and religion buf a yestige

of the childhood of humankind" (1990: 1).

Totem and Taboo and the Originary Myth

" Totem and.Taboo (1913b) represents Freud's initial leap into the field of
evolutlonary anthropology and social theory, based on his studies of the work of

inter alia, J.G. Frazer, Andrew Lang, Durkheim, and: Darwm It is tl’llS work, says
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Tomoko Masuzawa, ir1 her book about the history of the scholarly quest for the
origins of religion, /n Search of Dreamtime (1993), that for all "Athe unbelievable
drama it contains ... [Tofem and Taboo] remains a singular and incomparably pivetal
text linking psychoanalysis to the subject‘of religion" (1993: 80). Exploring the nature
of totemism and reverence for the clan totem, regarded as the "tribal ancestor," Freud
focuses on the correlation of totemism and its custom of exogamy, disclosing their
shared roots in the horror of incest, deferred obedience to the father, and guilt. The
emergence of totemism, and all later religions, rests on attempts to solve these
problems that emerged from the "great event with which civilisation began and which,
since it occurred, has not allowed mankind a moment's rest" (Freud, 1913b: 145).

In this "great event," recounted in the parricidal myth constructed by Freud,
the “primal horde" of brothers killed and devoured the violent and jealous father in
order to gain access to the women in his possession - their sisters and mothers. This
deed represents a mythological acting out of'the psychoanalytic Oedipus complex in a
communal setting. Freud hypothesises thar the sacrificial meal, riesignated as the
central ritual of totemism in\rolving the sacramental killing and communal eating of
the totemic animal (forbidden at any other time), signifies the collective remembrance
of this original deed.v Ambivalent emotions of love arrd hate, reverence and
murderoUsness, towards the totemic animal 'as symbol of the one powerful father, or
even of a father-god, are thus articulated. After the ritual, Freud relates, the animal is
mourned through festive rejoicing symbolising a collectivememory of the sons' guilt
for their murderous deed on the one hand; and triumph over the father on the other.

The meanings signified in this ritual aspect of totemism, argues Freud, marked

the initial emergence of social organisation, of moral restrictions and kinship rules
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(most significantly, the prohibition of incest and murder), and of religion. Freud
presupposes a collective mind that has continued to struggle with the repressed
| desires that were fulfilled in the “original deed" and are implicit in the Oedipus
complex - murder and incest - so central to Freud's psychoanalytic theory of
individual psychosexual development. According to Masuzawa (1993: 80-3), Freud
aligns individual neurosis and childhood fantasy with his vision of a primitive, barbaric
pre-history of humankind. In fact, Freud's notion that fantasies arise from both a
personal and historic past are made explicit in his Introductory Lectures on

Psychoanalysis:

It seems to me quite bossible that all the things that are told us today in
analysis as phantasy... were once real occurrences in the primeval times
of the human family, and that children in their phantasies are simply
filling in the gaps in individual truth with prehi;c,toric truth. (1916-

17: 371)

Totemic religion, Freud suggests, marks the first covenant with the father, where the
filial sense of guilt is resolved through appeasement of the father by deferred
obedience - the prohibition of incest - and the fransformation of guilt and remorse into
religion and moral ordinance. The guilt associated with uﬁconscious Oedipal wishes
forms the basis of reiigion, in James Jones' words, "a biological hermeneutic of the

sacred" (1990: 2).
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Matriarchy and Mother-Goddesses

Freud's construction of an originary mythology in Totem and Taboo and his
interpretations of "totemism" as the beginning okf civilisation and religion, point to as
adequat¢ an explanation of the origins of patﬁarchy as any. But we ﬁnd here, just as in
his psychoanalytic theory of the individuai, confusion and doubt about the place and
role of femininity and, in this context, of matriarchy and mother-goddesses: "I cannot
suggest at what point in this process of development a place is to be found for the
great mother-goddesses, who may perhaps in general have preceded the\ father gods"
(1913b: 149). Like the figure of the preoedip;al mother in psychoanalytic theory, the
mother-goddesses who precede the Oedipal story are subordinated to the
devélopment of morality and patriarchal social organisation: "With the introduction
of father-deities a fatherless society gradually changed into ohe‘organised on a
patriarchal basis" (1913b: 149).

In tracing the emergence of religion to later agricultural development, Freud
employs the metaphor of the male incestuous libido ,harﬁessed»to cultivate "Mothér
Earth." He notes that ancient myths frequently depict the favours beétowed by
mother—géddesses on youths who defy the father by committing ince;t with the
mother. FreudAadmit»s: "But the sense of guilt... found expression in myths which
granted only short lives to these youthful favourites of the mother-goddesses and
decreed their punishment by emasculation" (1913b: 152). This portrait of divine
maternal power and aggression, perhaps, marks the initiation of Freud's notion that
women and the feminine are hostile to civilisation and culture.

Contradictory themes of love and aggression and life and death residing in the |

mother-goddesses emerge here, arguably denoting a subversion of Freud's Oedipal
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emphasis. Alt}hough he seems confused about how to integrate the mother-goddess
into his theory of the emergence of patriarchal civilisation, Freud surprisingly affords
her central place in another essay, "The Theme of the Three Caskets" (1913a).
Though focusiﬁg on the goddesses of Greek myth, he includes reference to images of
the great mother-goddesses of Eastern religious tradition with regard to their
paradoxical atfributes: "The great Mother-goddesses of the oriental peoples, however,
~all seem to have been both creators and destroyers - both goddesses of life and
fertility and goddesses of death”" (1913a: 299). Still more surprisingly, in continuing
his interpretation of the meaning of the three caskets in Shakespeare's The Merchant
of Venice, Freud draws out an analogous theme of life, love, é,nd death in the role of
the mother in a man's lifé: “they are the thrée forms taken by the figure of the mother
in the course of a man's life - the mother herself, the beloved one who is chosen after
her pattern, and lastly the Mother Earth who receives him ohce more" (1913a: 301).}
As noted by Diane Jonte-Pace, this text tr?.nsforms the mother into death itself and
her “embrace is simultaneously nurturant, erotic, and deadly,” thus pointing to the
ambiguous human longing for and fear of death that is inextricably intertwined with a
longing for and misogynist fear of the mother (1996: 76-77). But in spite of his
acknowledgement and confusion concerning the mother-goddesses in Totem and
Taboo, Freud conciudes that the origins of culture, religion, morals, society, apd art
all converge'in the Oedipus complex and the dynamic relationship between fathers and

sons. In terms of _religion, therefore, there is only‘space for "God the Father."

$ Sprengnether (1990: 121-4) pays particular attention to the significance of this surprising turn in
Freud's approach to the mother-goddess and the human mother, as does Jonte-Pace (1996). How
this contributes to subversion of Freud's Oedipal master thesis will be revisited in depth in Chapter
Six.
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Freud's Gendered Theory of Religion

Two of Freud's later and somewhat pessimistic works, The Future of an
Hlusion (1927) and Civilisation and Its Discontents (1930), build‘ on his originary
theory and offer further clues to his thinking on the creation of culture. The Future of
&n IIIusion (1‘927) stresses the notion of man'; control over nature (here; I join Freud
in usihg the ferm "man" as it becomes quite clear that h¢ is referring to male creation
of patriarchy), proposihg that every civilisation is built on coercion and renunciation

of instinct and wish. Continuing his evolutionary approach, where prohibitions and

moral resfrictions are required to triumph ;over instinctual desires, Freud rest‘si his
argument on :ﬁan's task to defend huménity against the exigencies of nature: "She
[nature‘] dérstr‘oys'us - coldly, cruelly, releﬁtlessly, as it seems to us, through the very - i
things thét occasioned our satisfaétion" (1927: 15). —_
Nature, personified as ferﬁale, not only lacks moral restraint and would allow
us to destroy ourselves through unrestricted desire, Sut is also associated with
aggression, cruelty, and the “painﬁii riddle of death” (1927: 15). Do we again detgct
the theme of the power and sﬁbjectivity of the feminine residing in maternal
aggression and desire as portrayed in the agricultural mpther-goddess myths? It
appears to be so. Clearly, the psychoanalytic model of the matvemal body as the site of
both life and death is reiterated in the images of the mother-goddess. Fuﬁheﬁnore,
these oppositions of nurture and aggression, love and hate, lifevand death underpin the
association of the feminine with the body, nature, and maferia]ity.
- However, just as the helpless child turns t§ the father in Freud's psychoanalytic

account, adults, in their human helplessness, turn to the gods. The ‘indulgent motbher,

first love-object and embodiment of protéctivé care, is soon replaced by the stronger
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father who is both feafed and adrhired. The origins of religion reside in this appeal to
authoﬁty and power, where the individual "lends those powers the features belonging
to the figure of the father" (1927: 24). We create gods, says Freud, out of the illusions
derived from human wishes. Religion, we must conclude, represents wish fulfilment
and illusion, symbolised in the prototype of the infant at the mother's breast. It is
therefore dysfunctional, "because in oﬁ'ering substitute satisfactions it inhibits the
development of realistic means of engaging life's difficulties” (DiCenso, 1994: 47).
For Freud, only masculine intellect, reason, and science can conquer the illus;r;
beliefs of religion and further the process of civilisation. Recalling the parallel path of
individual human progress, he concludes: "The path from the infant at the breast to
the civilised man is a long one," one, we can only assume, that would be facilitated by
psychoanalysis, rather than religion (1927: 51). —
Nonetheless, Freud acknowledges, sadly, that men and science have not
succeeded in the pursuit of the ideal. In Civilisation and Its Discontents (1930),
which is fundamentally a critique of western society and its failure to fulfil humanity's
desire for happiness, Freud traces the correlation between the process of civilisation
and the libidinal development of the individual, highlighting the unavoidable tension
between the pleasure pr_inciplevand avoidance of pain. On the level of culture, ;125;&{&
is associated with the "oceanic" feeling of limitlessness and connection with the
universe, often linked with religious feeling. Despite the pain of ;'enunciation and the

restrictions of control, the individual can only hope to join the human community by

joining “the attack against nature and subjecting her to the human will" (1930: 77; my

emphasis). It is the attainment of civilisation, Freud declares, that at least distinguishes

. )

us from animals and protects us against nature.
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In the same text Freud makes his association between the disorder and danger
of nature and the feminine even mofe,explicit, extending it to the conclusion that

women are hostile to culture:

Furthermore, women soon come ihto opposition to civilisation and
display their retarding and restraining influence - those very women
who, in the beginning, laid the foundations of civilisation by the claims
of their love. Women represent the interests of the family and of sexual
life. The Work of civilisation has become increasingly the business of
men, it confronts them with ever more difﬁcult tasks and compels them
to carry out instinctual sublimations of which women are little
capable... the woman finds herself forced into the_ background by the
claims of civilisation and she adopts a hostile attitude towards it.

(1930: 103)

Individual dex}elopmeht relies on guilt that "springs from the Oedipus
complex," fear of punishment from the father, and the emergence of the superego and
the exigencies of the conscience. So it is with the grOlep, where civilisation is founded
on the guilt from the originary “killing of the father by the brothers banded together"
(1930: 131). Freud argues, therefore, that the price. we pay for advancement in
civilisation is the loss of héppiness elicited by an unending sense of guilt - arguably, a
collective superego which, in its full development, is the province of the masculine.
Religion, Freud concludes, promises redemption from this guilt. This, surely,

represents a return to instinctual desire and the illusion of wish-fulfilment symbolised
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in the mother-infant bond and later passive dependence on the father - the province of
the feminine to be passed through and left behind.

In Moses and Monotheism (1939) Freud draws out the theme of Totem and
Taboo more fully to explain the development of patriarchal religion. It is in this work
that he grapples at length with matriarchy and "mother-right," which appears at once a
fascinating and thorny problem to Freud in his critique of religion.” His difficulties
with situating matriarchy and accounting for the power of mother-right, and the shift
to father-right, are nevertheless avoided by the insistence on rcnunciation of
instinctual desires and wish fulfilment. Once again, we are pushed onward to the

province of the masculine and the triumph of the paternal principle over nature.

Polaﬂsatibn and Paradox
Briefly, to sum up, Freud's theorising on the evolution of culture arguably
corresponds with aspects of his psychoanalytic theory of individual development and
| gender, where nature, or mother, has to be.subdued and wish fulfilment renounced. I
would arguei that he idealises and, indeed, sacralises femininity (as he does the
~mother), by defining nature as feminine (or mother) and associating it with human
religious feeling. But an earlier contradiction is replicated here in his works on culture
and feligion, for Freud simultaneously éxpresses doubts about the existence of
"oceanic feelings" and unequivocally dismisses mysticism as 4aAn expedentigl reality. In

Civilisation and Its Discontents (1930: 72-7) Freud explains the alleged experience of

% See Sprengnether (1990: 107-14) for a critical analysis of the thread of Freud's argument in Moses
and Monotheism. Despite Freud's unshakeable privileging of the cultural transcendence of
patriarchy, or of the Oedipal phase over the preoedipal, she rightly, I think, suspects that "The fact
that Freud engages with the issues of matriarchy to the extent he does betrays his attraction to these
ideas” (p. 113). '
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oceanic feelings by arguing that they are associated with early childhood desire for
"limitless narcissism" that can be traced back to infantile helplessness. Later, these
feelings simply provide "religious consolation" for loss and suffering. Of interest here,
in relation to Freud’s clearly reductive definition of religious experience as regressive
and neurotic, is transpersonal psychologist Ken Wilber’s critique of what he calls the
““pre/trans fallacy” (Wilber, 1982a; 1o982b). Wilber’s research point‘s to theoretical
confusion embedded in western psychology, anthropology, and sociology between the
prepersonal (or 'prerational) neonatal state of subject and object unity and the
trarispersonal (or transrational) state of unity, that is, the ultimate mystical experience
“of non-duality. Wilber argues that either the reduction of the transpersonal to the
prepersonal, or the elevation of the prepers;)nal to the transpersonal, “appears to be a
major psychological and philosophical fallacy” (198%; 5). He therefore draws on
western philosophy (mainly Hegel) and eastern spiritﬁai philosophy (mainly
Aurobindo) to identify and explain influences of this fallacy found in the social
sciences, giving particuiar attention to Freud’s theory of religion.

The infant, says Wilber, is in a state of unconscious, prepersonal “cosmic
consciousness” or primary wholeness that has to progress to a conscious, personal,
and egoic state, experienced as separation from the other, and then, finally, to the
ultimate, conscious, and transpersonal union of self and other that is spiritually whole
and blissful. Therefore, the nature of religious experience and spiritual enlightenment
is not equivalent to the recovery of an initial, unconscious franspersonal state; father,
fhe neonatal experience of fusion is prepersonal, a state where the infant cannot
distinguish its body from that of ité environmént, most particularly, the body of its

mother (Wilber, 1982b: 24). According to Wilber, this'is a level that has to be left
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behind fqr attainment of the personal level of rationality - in Freudiaﬁ terms, only
accessible through negotiation of the Oedipus complex - and then, ultimately, to the
conscious, transpersonal state of union with the divi’ne, or “cosmic consciousness.”
The human desire to return to a state of neonatal fusion that many
psychologists, especially Freud, have correcﬂy identiﬂed\as regression, has nothing at
all to dé with human aspiration for transpersonal spiritual wholeness; instead, it has
evefything to do with “the pull of regression and narcissistic self-absorption, a
regressive pull that must be sucpessﬁjlly overcome in order for higher development to
occur” (Wilber, 1982a: 76). Freud, argues Wilber, was therefore right in his view that
desire to return to the preoedipal stage of unionvis a form of neurosis. However, his
theory still involves a type of pre/trans fallacy, Wilber insists, bin its reduction of the
transpersonal to the prepersonal and its definition of Vthe alleged “oceanic feelings” of
religious experienée as equivalent to the prepersonal, as nothing more than neurotic

desire to return to the “limitless narcissism” of the neonatal state (Wilber, 1982b: 13).

Freud’s mistake, in terms of Wilber’s critique, was his perception of human rationality
as the highest level available to the human being, thus denying human potential for
attaiﬁing a transpersonal state beyond the personal and the rafional. Freud, according
to Wilber, \C}nly tells half kthe story of human development.

Wilber has a pdint iﬁ successfully identifying the weaknesses in Freud’s
dismissive theory of ;eligiori and he also broadens the limited Freudian vision for
hﬁman development of the self. However, his critical theory tends to replicate Freud’s
gendering of »}relig‘ion by implying an equally dismissive perception of a lower level of
human eyolution and persoynal development located in thé feminine, maternal space of

the preoedipal dyad: “what the infant is bésically one with, or fused with, is just the
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material environment aﬁd the biological mother... no levels higher than those enter this
primitive fusion state” (Wilber, 1982b: 24). For Freud, this state is the illusion of
religious experience; for Wilber, it is not associated with religion or spirituality at all.
From either point of view, the preoedipal dyad between mother and infant marks a
stage to be rejected and left behind, from which nothing of value can be created or
leémed.

In Freud’s theory of religion, insinuations of human spirituality are diminished
by defining religion as c;>llective and universal obsessional neurosis that is analogous
to the child's fear and reverence for the father (1927:41). Furthermore, the
contradiction of maternal power and aggression is also replicated on a macrocosnﬁc
scale, since nature is characterisgd as destructive and hostile to "man," and women as
hostile to the development of society and culture. If we recall that Freud defined
women's aggression as self-destructive and masochistic, perhaps it would not Se going
too far to suggest that Freud's description of nature as feminine and destructive
implies the natural world's force and power turned in on itself. Wilber, too, develop’s a
:hacrocosmic conception of the divine feminine in his text Up From Eden (1983), one
that invokes contradictory images of the feminine and insinuations of maternal power
and aggression that are couched in an overarching evolutionary theory of human
consciousness. He t‘heorizes that the collective consciousness of thmankind is
progressing on an ‘evolutionary journey from the slumbering subconscious to the
awakened superconscious. In the current age, he argues, “the ego is percﬁed midway
between total slumber in the subconscious and total enlightenment in the
superconscious, and for this reason alone is the most _distressful period of all,”

stranded as we are between the bliss of total ignorance and the bliss of awakened
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spiritual consciousness (1983: 11). This universal sequence, “The Great Chain of
Being,” in Wilber’s terminology, moves fhrough a vhierarchic'al scale of matter to
body, body to mind, mind to soul, and soul to spirit. On the microcosmic level of the
individual human being, this sequence is reproduced in the ego’s spiritual journey in
search of the divine “other,” progressing from ignorance and unconsciousness
towards the ultimate enlightened superconscious state of wholeness, where there is no
“other” (1983: 1-11).

Wilber’s “Great Chain of Being” undéubtedly'has ramifications for symbolic
interpretations of the feminine, and even more definitively, for the maternal,
articulated in an evolutionary analysis of the history of the Goddess in religion. Here,
Wilber makes a distinction ‘between the “Great Mother” of the archaic world and the
emergencev of the “Great Goddess™ in later religious traditions; he argues that these
are two completely different figures representing two different levels of consciousness
on the evolutionary scale of the “Great Chain of Being.” The Great Mother is typified
as “a simple biological nourisher and fertility token, magically blown up to cosmic
proportions,” while the Great Goddess symbolizes- a “subtle Oneness of actual
Transcendence, representative of true Divinit)f‘; (1983: 134). The Great Mother
represents biological birth, embodimeht, nurturing, protection, and even aggression
and destruction (death), and she is associated with exoteric symbols and rituals; the
Great Goddess, however, represents mysticism, spirituality, and transcendence and is
associated with esoteric symbols gnd rituals. In the larger context of Wilber’s
evolutionary perspective of humanity,» the “Great Mother,’; as a macrocosmic maternal
symbol, represents a “primitive” (preoedipal?) stage of human spiritué,l evolution that

has to be left behind for a different, more spiritual and transcendent symbol of the
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divine feminine, the “Great Goddess.” Once again, as in Freudian theory, polarisatioh
of the symbolic feminine and the mother is perpetuated. However, although the
maternal body (the Great Mother) is deemed inferior to the spiritualban‘d transcendent
(the Great Goddess), Wilber, at least, affords a place to one form of the divine
feminine - if a disembodied form - on the spiritual lével of human consciousness. For
Freud, though, t'he “masculine ideal” - or rationality, intellect, and scientific “truth” -
remains the highest goal of human aspiration.

Nonetheless, Freud sets out to resolve the contradictions implicit in the
polarisation of the fenﬁnine through use of a unitary androcentric framework within
which the development of patriarchal civilisati‘on éan be explained. Revisiting Van
Herik's link between Freud's theories of gender and religion in Freud, Femininity and
Faitfz (1982), it is pointed out that. his vision of ideal human development and
_masculine developmenf coincide: "renunciation of wishes are seen as the source of
higher... mental and cultural achievements... Conversely, Freud sees fulfilment 6f
wishes as mitigating against such achievements” (1982: 5). The achievement of
masculinity and healthy human psychosexual development are both defined as the
essential renunciqtion of attachments - renunciation, first, of attachment to the
mother, and ultimately, transcending reliance on and idealisation of the father
Femininity, on the other hand, is associated with instinctual desire and wish Sulfilment,
symbolised in the idealised preoedipal dyad of mothef and child.

It is religion that Freud indicts as the ultimate example of wish fulfilment and
dependencé on the father's protection which, in short, covincides with Freud's account
of femininity as the passive quality of dependence on the father. Religion is based on

the individual's "personal relation to God" which in turn depends on "his relation to
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his father," ultimately arguing that "at bottom God is nothing other than an exalted
father" (1913b: 147). Resolution of desire for the mother and of the Oedipus complex
and renunciation of dependence on the father, or God - in other words, the
repudiation of femininity - is therefore essential for the progress of culture on the
larger scale, as well as for individual actualisation.

In Freud's view, I would argue, successful social and moral development and
individuation depends on a process of moving beyond feminine passivity and beyond
fear and idealisation of the father - in a sense, to the point of becoming the father. Van
Herik explains it as "a hierarchical typology of psychical positions toward the divine‘
father, which correspond to the mental father, those of femininity, ordiriary
masculinity, and ideal masculinity" (1982: i93) - the ultimate "ideal masculinity," to
my understanding, meaning when the individual takes the place of the father. If so, I
would further argue that such an ideal of a éonsummate deyélopment of the superego
(the intenialised "father"), whose moral and social constituents fulfil an independent
and active (phallic) masculinity, i§ denied to women - or, at least, to women who fulfil
the expectations of "riormal,“ paésive, heterosexual womanhood. Likewise, according
to Freud, for human civilisation and culture to progress beyond collective neurosis, it
has to abandon religion and a "feminine" dependence on God.

In a context of interweiwing his psychology of religion and theory of gender,
Van Herik brings to our notice that Freud nbnetheless makes a distinction between
Mosaic monotheism (or Judaism) and Christianity; A hierarchical structure is defined
- as follows: Christianity echoes mental femininity and wish fulfilment, in other words,
the naive beliefin a father-god - it is, in Freud's view, a regression from Judaism; then,

at a higher level, Mosaic monotheism represents a renunciatory religion, a masculine
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renunciation of wish that progresses to a covenant with tHe father—go'd, akin to the
development of the superego and "normal mascu»linikty"; but, “renunciation for internal
reésoné are the spﬁrce of intéllectual, cultural, and ethical advahces, but they are still
dominated by paternally directed emotion" and so, finally, the only hope for future
civilisation (beyond illusion and suﬂ‘ering) lies in a post-religious, rational, and
scientific paradigm (Van Herik: 1982: 196). This autonomous scientific and cultural
ideal is analogoﬁs to the "masculine ideal" where tlA1e> Oedipus complex is dissolved
and the superego has become entirely independent of patemalAinﬂuence and control.

Even if it could be argued that the Freudian father, in any event, is purely
symbolic,‘ a metaphor fof the independent and fully develdpcd individual (male or
- female), the whoie dévelopmental process depends on androcentric interpretation and
masculine symbc‘)ls;.b In Van Hérik’s words, "at the highest level of the hierarchy, Freud
places, not the father or God, but the masculine ideal"v (1982:V197). In these terms, it
has to be asked once more, where and how can women's psychology and subjectivity
be produced and rendered visible, at the levels of both individual psychosexual
development and the creatibn of society and culture, not to lﬁention the humaﬁ
project of religion?

- To draw some vconclusions’ from the above analyses of Freud's theories of
individual psyc;hosgxual development, as well as of the!development of culture and
religion, I return specifically to the mother as the fundamental theme of this thesis.
‘Wit}\hin‘ that context, it may be argued, Freud iﬁterprets th¢ mother in spatial terms as
Vthe embodied fulfilment of instinct and object of desire, located in the wider spacé of
motherhood and the preoedipal relationship bétweeﬁ mother and infant. Although the

mother is implicitly produced as a sacred space embodying plenitude and wish



94

fulfilment, desire to rerhain in thisA spacet has to be renounced (in different ways by
both girls and boys) by rejecting the mother, or femininity, in favour of dealing with
thei complex emotions and desires of the Oedipus complex and relations with the
father. Therefore, I conclude that this sacred space of the mother is contested and'
polarised: on the one hand, she represents fulfilment, safety, and the embodiment of
love; on the other, she becomes denigrated for Being paséive and engulfing, even
dangerous - a symbol of castration and an impediment to the achievement of
individuality: For a boy in his negotiation of the Oedipus and castration cbmplexes,
the repudiatioﬁ of femininity, and the achievement of indepéndent, active masculinity
alongside the father; for a girl, in her turning away frorﬁ her mother towards her father
as she makes her way on the path to "normal" womanhood. Yet another polarisation,
most problematic for Freud, is that of the mother as object and subject: passive object
of her infant's (especially the son's) libidinal desires, but also - and here.l'ies the
problém that, according to Sprengnether, Freﬁd struggles to suppress - as active
- subject or agent of aggression, pdwer, and seduction. Again, the idealised, even
sacred space of fnotherhood is threatened by a "dangerous" mother.

| Likewise, on the level of culture, the mother is identified with nature and
religious feeling (Symbblically embodied in earlier fnatriarchies and the mother-
goddesses of ancient myths), arguably providing a macrocosmic analogy for the
maternal body and sacred space associated with fulfilment of instinctual desire.
Nature, as feminine and goddess, is nurturing and fulfilling - "Mother Earth." "She,"
too, has to be rejected in favour of an Oedipal paradigm of sfruggle against nature and

instinct that gives rise to masculinist constructions of social organisation and moral
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restrictions underpinned by rationality and scientific reason. Religious feeling,
according to Freud, signifies femininity énd passive dependence on a father-god.

But nature and the mother-goddess, too, are actively dangerous: Néture is
tempestuous, powerful, and overtly hostile to human control and civilisation; and the
mother-goddesses of-ancient mythologies, both "western" and "eastern," embody not
only the feﬁile eaﬁh, life, nurturing, and wish fulfilment, but also violence and death.
For Freud, in the end, both the mother and the mother-goddess are hostile to culture
and represent the loéus of dea\th - the "earth" to which we all return. Finally, however,
I would argue that in Freud's theories of psychoanalysis and cultural development, the
power and subjectivity of the preoedipal mothér (in terms of socialisation and
psychological development of the individu‘al)‘ and of matriarchy and the mother-
goddesseS (in terms of the creaﬁon of society and culture) are diminished and

suppressed.



CHAPTER FOUR: POST-FREUDIAN INTERVENTIONS

In this chapter, the theme of psychoanalytic characterisations of the mother
and motherhood, in the context of both individual psychological development and the
creation of culture and religion, will be further pursued. Two major developments in
post-Freudian psychoanalysis will be the focus for arguing thatb the figure of the
mother remains a sacred but polarised space: first, Jacques Lacan's psychoanalytic

theory and second, D.W. Winnicott's object relations theory.

4.1 LACAN"IAN THEORY

Post-Freudian p’sychoanalysis cannot be fully explored without considering the
work of Jacques Lacan, whose theory adheres to Freud's positioning of the Oedipus
complex as central to human development and culture. Although my discussion will
be a relatively b‘rief and simpliﬁed account of Lacan's highly complex and abstruse
analysis of the human psyche and society, I intend to highlight the significance of its
interpretations of gender and femiAninity\wlﬁch are relevant to the context of this
thesis. Lacanian theory has, in fact, kbeen' appropriated as an essential point of
departuré for the work of French feminist writers such as Luce Irigafay and Julia
Kristeva, whose ideas have profoundly significant vinsights for identifying and
interpreting sacred images of the mother.
| Although loyal to Freud's emphasis on the Qedipus and castration complexes
in his psychoanalytic theory, Lacan diverges from the biological foundation of
Freudian psychosexual development. His work is contextualized in a phallocentric and

logocentric paradigm that traces human psychological development through the
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Oedipus and castration complexes as a symbolic process driven by the intervention of
language and metaphor - the "paternal law." It is the symbolic "Father," as metaphor
for the primordial word, his "non" to incest, that symbolises the origin of language,

desire, and culture.

Subjectivity

Subjectivity, sexuality, and language are fundamental and interrelating
constituents of Lacanian theory, where language plays the pivotal role. Lacan's subject
not only implies the existence of a "speaking subject," but it is also constituted
through and in language. Furthermore, within that realm of language, or the Symbolic
register, the subject takes up a sexualised position that inaugurates a socially
determined gender identity (Grosz, 1990: 148-9). Although rooted in language rather
than anatomy, the link forged by Freud between sexuality and the unconscious is‘
consistently stressed in Lacan's theory. His" theory of the subject is unequivocally
founded on "Freud's most fundamental discovery - that the unconscious never ceases
to challenge our apparent identity as subjects" (Mitchell and Rose, 1985: 30).

For Lacan, therefore, the subject is not a stable and sustained entity, since it is
both the subject of speech and subject fo speech. The "I" with which we speak
langUage continually changes meaning and shifts places, "since its meaning is purely a
function of the moment of utterance" and "it only ever refers to whoever happens to
be using it at the time" (Mitchell and Rose, 1985:31). But yet another problem
concerning the definition of the subject in language confronts us: Language only
operates by designating an object in its absence, so that a sense of loss is inherent in

speaking the pronoun "I" to symbolise the subject. According to Lacan, a child only
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begins to symbolise when it first becomes aware of the potential absence of an object,
more specifically, the presénce and absence of (m)Other as a separate being.
Consequently, the infant's emerging sense of itself as subject is predicated on its ﬁrst"
experiences of division between self and others - a "splitting" that is eternally
repeated: "The subject is therefore constitutéd in language as this division or splitting”
(Mitchell and Rose, 1985: 31). But before moving on to further explqration of the
production of the human subject, it is n.ecessary to look at Lacan's topography of
human reality. The concepts i’nv’ol,ved ‘are fundamental to his account of psychical
development during which the child takes up a sexualised ,positién in the family and

~ society into which he or she is born.

The Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real

Lacan's map of the human psyche and culture is essential to his psychoanalytic
fheory and comprises three "registers" - The Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real -
which "describe modes of psychical organisation and orientation that shape the
presentation of reality and afe reflected in and reinforced by culture” (DiCenso,
1994: 49). These registers are therefore copresent and interdependent | within the
individual psyche, but Athe'y also constitute a developmental paradigm in which
move’rﬁent]ﬂom the predominance of the Irﬁaginary to the Symbolic mode - through
the mirror stage - is effected (DiCenso, 1994: 50). It is in terms of these registers that
the subject is defined and his or her various relationships with the external world are
qsigniﬂed. The Imaginary points toa prelingﬁistic and presymbolic state of being based
~on "phantasy, misrecognition, and confusion of self and other“ (Elliot, 1991: 79,

n.15). Developmentally, the >Imaginary is associated with the preoedipal period and
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the mother-infant dyad, which proceeds to experience of separation through the
infant's fantasy of its "specular ego" evoked in the mirror stage. The Imaginary
extends to impinge on adult experience of other; and the external world, as a
consequence of infantile experience of the "ideal ego" - a narcissistic omnipotence
mistaken for a coherent subject (Sarup, 1992:101-3). In Freud's terms, Lgcan’s
Imaginary is associated with the ego, whose function, according to Lacanian theory, is
misrecognition. The "ego" ris confined to the Imaginary order and is quite different
from the agency of 'vLacan's conception of the subject, which is constru¢ted through
language in the Symbolic order.

It is the Symbolic register that remg.ins céntral to Lacan's theory in that it
allows the construction of human identity and ﬁarticipation in society. As the realm of
" language, symbolic systems, and creation of culture, through which the human subject
is constituted, the Symbolic represents an area of intersubjectivity and social relations
. where that subject can articulate desires and feelings (Sarup, 1992: 84; 103). In_
Freudian terms, Lacan's Symbolic is associated with the social and moral exigencies of
the superego.’

The Imaginary and Symbolic, similar to Freud's ego and superego, interact in
individual human life and society, but the Real lies outside both those registers,
extending beyond language, ;ymbolisation, and subjectivity. The Real does not refer
to reality, in the sense of our "normal" experience of reality in society but, to the
contrary, "is associated with the sudden, the disconcerting and the unpredictable”
(Sarup, 1992: 104). It is also akin to the drives of the Freudian id, associated with the
natural order and death, with primordial times, and with the'mo'thér - before, even, the

emergence of imaginary relations and the birth of the subject. As Rosalind Minsky
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describes it, the Real “includes the pre-Imaginary moment of excess and impossible
plenitude to which both the Imagninary and Desire refer” (1996: 147). It implies a
territory belonging to the unknown and impossible that exceeds and encompasses the
Imaginary and the Symbolic orders and the subject's experience of fantasy and reality.
The Real thus implies the space where experiences that are impossible to symbolise
and integrate into reality occur - those belonging to the drives and the unconscious -
experiences of trauma, of the ineffable, the numinous, and the mystical (DiCenso,

1994: 49).

The Development of the Subject, Sexuality, and Gender Identity

In terms of Lacan's developmental ‘thought, the child develops sequentially
through the Real, Imaginary, and Symbolic orders. Although the human subject is
constructed through language in the Symbolic order, subjectivity begins to emerge, in
a rudimentary form, before the speaking of language. This is initiated within the
preoedipal period, associated with the Imaginary and relationship with the mother.
But first, the infant is born into the register of the Real, "an anatomical, 'natural'v
order... a pure plenitude or fullness" (Grosz, 1990: 34). The infant is in a state of
bodily fragmentation and uncoordination in which it is completely unaware of any
corporeal boundaries between itself and its environment. A state of fusion and unity
with its mother constitutes the infant's early experience of life and is associated with
Lacan's conception of need. Closely linked wi.th the universal instincts for survival,
need for objects that ensure the well-being of the individual remain throughout life.

But at this early stage, need is associated with the infant's unity with the mother and
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the unmitigated provision of care and sustenance for its survival and satisfaction
(Grosz, 1990: 59-60).

Then, a new consciousness of self begins to dawn wfth the onset of the
"mirror stage" initiated by the chi]d's pivotal moment of recognition of 'absevnce
(Grosz, 1990: 34). Between six and eighteen months the child proceeds through the
"mirror phase," where "one becomes oneself because one is ﬁo longer the same as
one's mother" (Sarup, 1992: 62). Lacan proposes that “thé I is precipitated in a
primordial form, before it is objectified in the dialectic of identification with the other,
and before language restores it, in the universal, its function as subject"; he further
emphasises that this phase "situates the agency of the ego, before its social
determination, in a fictional direcfion“ (Lacan, 1977a: 2). The mirror stage, therefore,
designates the infant's initial formation of the ego as an “imaginary gestalt," a
mistaken experience of wholeness that, in reality, is non-existent (DiCenso, 1994: 50).

The infant's construction of ego is consequently founded on a series of false
connections which, according to Lacan, demonstrate the central function of the ego as
"misrecognition" (meconnaissance). Old enough to recognise others, usually the
mother and father, as separate entities from itself, the infant is nonetheless still
vulnembie and lacking control over and coordination of bodily parts and movement.
When the joyful moments of fecognition of its own image in the mirror occur, along
with apparent mastery over its reflected body and movement, the infant begins to
ﬁerceive‘ a coherent form over which it has control. This generates an experience of
self as a unified shbject; but, being able to see others in the immediate environment,
the infant glso comprehends itself as a discrete being, separate and different from thg

other: "This is the action upon which all subjectivity is based, the moment in which
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the human individual is born" (Sarup, 1992: 64). Contradicting this experience of
subjectivity, however, Lacan insists that the perceived self is a false image, an external
reflection of an uncoordinated and unintegrated being that is frozen in an artificial

mirror-image of apparent stability and wholeness:

The mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is precipitated from
insufficiency to anticipation - and which manufactures for the subject,
caught up in the lure of spatial identification, the succession of
phantasies that extends from a fragmented body-image to a form of its
totality that I shall cali orthopaedic - and, lé.stly, to the assumption of
the armour of an alienating identity, \%/hich will mark with its rigid

structure the subject's entire mental development. (Lacan, 1977a: 4)

The birth of the subject is therefore founded on a recognition bf the body as a discrete
entity which is spatially oriented, but which, in reality, signifies a misrecognition, a
mistaken image that heralds life-long effects. Moreover, the initial experience of "I"
signifies separation (from (m)other) and "the ego, a product of misrecognition, is thus
fouﬁded ona spﬁt in being that can never be healed" (Sprengnether, 1990: 184).

The progression from the Real to the Imaginary and Symbolic also coincides
with need transforming into demand, where needs are articulated by the child arid
addressed to another for fulfilment. Although the infant's mirror-image represents a
mistaken experience of a visual gestalt, it simultaneously "provides the ground for the
ego ideal, the image of the ego,vderived from others, which the ego strives to achieve

or live up to" (Grosz, 1990: 48). This experience of split, it seems, stays with the
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individual even after the oedipal moment when the father's word offers entry into the
Symbolic. On this primordial experience of loss, separation, and lack rests Lacan's
notion of desire, as that, says Sarup, "which goes beyond demand and conveys the
subject's wish for totality" and which "can never be fulfilled" (Sarup, 1992: 36).
Desire, thus construed as ubiquitous and insatiable, consistently underpins Lacan's
account of sexuality, and its differentiation, as produced in the Symbolic order.

To move onwards in Lacan's narrative of the subject's development, the
Oedipus and castration complexes (and the role of desire in that context) become
crucial for entry into the Symbolic. The preoedipal mother-infant relationship is of
little significance in Lacan's account of both the indiQidual and society. Even while still
in the domain of the Imaginary, it is separation from the (m)other, through the infant's
negotiation of the mirror stage, that is of prime significance in the individual's
experience. For Lacan, following the structuralist anthropology of Lévi-Strauss,
culture is always and inevitably patriarchal.! Presenting a different interpretation of the
Oedipus and castration complexes from Freud, Lacan argues that subjectivity and
sexuality are socially produced, and are "not the effects of nature or development"
(Sarup, 1992:; 122). He adheres, nevertheless, to Freud's centrality of the Oedipus and
castration complexes, inasmuch as the figure of the father serves to separate the child

from the mother. But for Lacan, the Oedipus complex is a linguistically constructed

! See Marcelle Marini's Jacques Lacan: The French Context (1992: 45-6) for an account of how K
Lacan relies on the structuralist theory of anthropologist, Lévi-Strauss. Lacan's Symbolic is
analogous to the ordering function of culture that allows humankind to transcend nature. The
cultural order is inscribed in language through the paternal law and the "name of the father,”
beginning with the prohibition of incest and the ordering of social relations. This refers to the
structuring of kinship and the family, based on defining the difference between the sexes and
generations, which is accomplished through marriage and the exchange of women. The role of the
cultural order, in Lévi-Strauss's structuralist theory, therefore, is equivalent to the essential role of
the Oedipus complex in Lacan's psychoanalysis . TT—
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"paternal metaphor," which represents the symbolic father's prohibition of incest. The
process is not, therefore, dependent on the presence of the real father; or, as Teresa
Brennan puts it, “Lacan’s main poiﬁt is simply that language will do the father’s job: it
establishes distance from, and the distinctness of, the other” (1992: 228). In other
words, transition into the Syﬁbolic is encoded in language as the "Law of the Father"
to which the/ child submits, recognising that "the father embodies the power of the -

phallus and the threat of castration" (Sarup, 1992: 122).

kNot only does the Law of the Father’serve a syfnbolic function, bth so, too,
does the phallus. The phallus, according to Lacanian psychoanalysis, is not the penis. V
The symbolib phallus intervenes to separate child from mother and serves to subjugate
both boys and girls. The phallus is the primary signifier of desire, since both males and
females desire it and are, according to Lacan, equally without it: For girls it signifies
an awareness of lack which precipitates “‘penis-envy"; and for boys, who desire to
represent it and accede to its power, it signifies the impossibili‘ty of his desire to

supplant the father's powerful position and forge relations with the mother. As ‘Sarup

sums up: "All'sexuality is created in this lack, leaving male and female as partial
beings full of desire... the phallus represents the human predicament that desire is
always unattainable, it is that which has been lost énd never can be found"

(1992: 123).

Gender differentiation, Feminine Sexuality, and the "Other"

Awareness of this lack and different relations to the phallus serve to organise
the sexes around the linguistic terms "masculine" and "feminine," where each takes up

a position as either male or female. However, even though Lacan insists that both man
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and woman are castrated by the effects of language and lack of the father's phallus, it
is questionable whether the term "phallus" as "universal éigniﬁer" signiﬁes the samé
reality for women as it does for meh. In terms of the reality of the embodied subject,
as Brennan points out, it is the “visual anatomical difference” between the mother and
father that is intitially recognised (Brennan, 1992 72). 1t is therefore the male penis,
as visual sigpiﬁer of difference that separates the child from its mother and signifies
lack of the original omnipotence experienced by the infant in its preoedipal fusion with
the mother. It must consequéntly be easier for the boy to recognise his obvious
anatomical difference from his mother, simply because of his possession of a penis. By
the same token, the girl, therefore, “lacks this means of representing ‘lack’” and so,
according to Lacan’s psychoanalytic interprétation, is more vulnerable “to psychosis
at Worst, and narcissism at best” (Breﬁnan, 1992: 73). Therefore, I would suggest that
in spite of Lacaﬁ’s rendition of theA symbolic phallus as the lingusitic signifier of
difference and lack, his interpretation in fact follows the logic of Freud’s biological
determinism, in which the girl, who lacks the penis, also lacks development of the
superego, because of the “fact” of her castration and her resultant “penis envy.”
Furthermore, with regard to women”s lived reality in the wider contextloh\
society and culture, Jane Flax makes the incisive observation that “culture is ‘}
masculine, not as the eﬁ'ec’; of language but as the consequence of actual power :
relations to which men have far more access than women" (1990: 103). ‘Ivt is,
according to Lacan, the father's phallus - no matter how metaphorié the terms
"father" and "phallus" might be - that is the mark of diﬁ'erence separating the infant
from an incestuous relationship with the mother, and which thus allows her or him to

enter the symbolic system of language and social relations. But it is a system that
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-

belongs to and can only be accessed through the framework of a patriarchal society,
because, again, it is the father's phallus that separates the child from the mother and
thus signifies difference, separation, and desire.

In any event, it is this desire for the (m)other, predicated in the Symbolic order
- or, more accurately, desire to be the object of the (m)other's desire, which underpins
all desires - that becomes Lacan's Other (capitelised). The subjectivity of both males
and females is based on this unrequitable desire initiated by the intervention of

| language through the metaphor of the "paternal law" and the phallus. In short, both
sexes are constructed through language, which is masculine, and neither sex can fulfil
the other's desire. As Lacan insists, the Other always intervenes between the subject
and the other and, therefore, there is no sexnal relation or complementary relation
between male and female (Sarup, 1992: 129).

The Other is our fantasy of an ‘all-ﬁJlﬁlling repository of knowledge and
wholeness, which, in reality, is founded on loss and lack, signifying desires that cannot
be fulfilled. These desires are inevitably repressed in the unconscious, indicating that
the subject's encounter with the Other is originally and primarily situated within the
subject himself or herself, whose very being is based on a split between the conscious
and unconscious. In Lacan's terms, the discourse of the Other is situated in the
unconscious, the locus of lack and desire - in fact, the Other is the unconscious.
Although the Symbolic affords the subject entry into language and intersubjective
relations, it is the subject's intra-subjective encounters with the Other that underpin
those relations. However, I would argue that Freud’s construction of the unconscious

and levels of repression are essential to understanding how Lacan diverged from
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Freud’s fundamentally ﬁeurological model to a lingusitic structure of the unconscious
in which the Other is constructed. |

Freud’s model of the human psyché fundamentally consists in a neurological
topography - that is, the conscious, preconscious, and unconscious - wherein the
boundaries between these levels of the psyche are guarded by a form of “cénsorship;’
that captures and holds repressed material in the unconscious (Brennan, 1992; 20).
Perceptions pass through complex sensory impingements, neuronal pathways, and
memory systems, which are then translated into psychical terms and registered
un;:onsciously; only then, if any perception passes through the barriers imposed by the
“censor,” is it able to slip, with relativg ease, into tﬂe conscious (Grosz, 1990: 83-86).
In parallel with this spatiai rendition of the psyche, a second topography - that of the
- superego, ego, and id - is proposed by Freﬁd, in which the id, on the one hand, is
constituted by repressed drives -that are motivafed by the pleasure principle; the
superego, on the other hand, provides the locus for repression, conscience, and
réstraint; and in between the two, the ego’s role is to balance and execute the
demands of both (Brennan, 1992: 20). The ego and superego, togéther, represent the
* reality principle, performing the role of censor and maihtaining the barriers between
fhe unconscious and the conscious.

VThe activity of repre;siorx, therefore, is central to Freud’s explication of the
unconscious: “the essence of repression lies simply in turning something away, and
keeping .it at a distance, from the conscious” (in Brennan, 1992: 121). The
un;:oriscious, according to Freud, comprises repressed material and the bulk of that
material, according to both Freud and Lacan, is to do with sexuality. But the material

that makes up the unconscious is not an homogeneous blend of uniform ideas, for
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Freud refers’ to three different levels of repression, the first being the “primal
repressed,” or primitive, infantile ideas that are captured in the unconscious and there
become stﬁtic “fixations” (Brennan, 1992: 121). However, in the very beginning of
human psychical development, in the preoedipal stage of mother-infant fusion, there is
no barrier of repression or distinctionAbefWeeen the unconscious and the conscious.
From Freud’s perspective, only with the resolution of the Oedipus complex and the
development of the ego does the superego intervene and repress the prirnal, forbidden
desire for the mother to the unconscious. Primal repression, then, is mainly concerned
with Sexualiry and consists in a primary infantile nucleus of ‘key memory traces and
wishes connected with the original desire for the rrrother (Grosz, 1990: 82-83). Later
;reeressions, born out of a more developed system of the ego - that is, the second
stage, which Freud referred to as “repression proper” - are those perceptkual‘ traces
and experiences that are attracted by the primal, and sexual, infantile impressions.

The third stage, which Freud referred to as “the return of the repressed” looks
to the usually disguised expression and transfer of repressed ideas from the
unconscious into eonsciOUSrress (Brennan, 1992: 122). Impulses barred‘ from the
preconscious, and thus to the conscious, constantly strive to rise to consciousness,
driven by the unflagging energy of the pleasure principle which pushes against the
injunctions of the reality principle. Here, Freud emphasises the importance of dream
analysis, for “in sleep, the supervising activities of the censor can be relaxed to the
extent that the subject is asleep and the bwish is thereby denied access to conscious
motility” (Grosz, 1990: 86). The vrsual images of dreams, according to Freudian V
analysis, are produced by the mechanisms of condensationAan'd displacement, which

~ are pivotal to the return of the repressed in dream life. In short, condensation
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compresses many wishes and ideas into one, composite visual image, by combining
common features and eliminating differences. ]v)isplacement acts by tempering the
intensity of an unconscious desire by delegating it to an indiferent term. Together,
these mechanisms effect a compromise of modified pleasurable experience,
_ symboﬁcally enacted in the visual images of dreams that provide expedient substitutes
for the actual repressed wishes (Grosz, 1990: 87-89). The return of the repressed
manifests not only in the visual images of d.reams, but also through subversive and
disrupted linguistic expressions, such as slips of the tongue - expressions of the
repressed that can be encouraged to emerge through the technique of free association
in psychoanalysis. It is this Freudian technique that nan lead the analysand back to the
repressed idea or desire (Brennan, 1992: 123).

Guided by Freud’s model of the psyche and the unconscious, and the levels of
repression through which wishes have to strive for conscious expression, it is possible
to exirap_olate how Lacan’s linguistic structuralism explicates levels of the
unconscious in which the Otner'is constituted. For _Laéan, “the unconscious is the
discourse of the Other,” specifically, “the capital Other (le grand Autre)” (see Lacan,

| 1977b: 129-31). 'Agreeing with Freud that the 'unconscious is mainly sexual, Lacan
insists that “the snbject is determined in the development of the effects of speech,
consequently the unconsnious is structured like language” (Lacan, 1977b: 149). In
‘Lacan’s linguistic model of the uncon'scious, condensation - and displacement are
translated into metaphor and metonymy (Grosz, 1990: 92). The unconscious is not
part of a neurological construction that attracts repressed material that may,
éventually, be‘expressed in visual im'ages and linguistic associations - the unconscious

itself, in Lacan’s view, is structured like language. Lacan’s linguistic structualism, we
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recall, asserts thaf signifiers attribute meanings to objects in the absence of those
objects (that is, the other), and those meanings coﬁstantly shift and change according
to who speaks them, and when they are spoken (Minsky, 1996: 155).

The unconscious, then, is made up of signifiers that have been Vrep‘ressed
beneath the barrier to consciousness - in other words, the equivalent of Freud’s
“repressi’on proper” - and .have consequently been prevented from gaining access to
conscious expression. But the true home of the Other lies in the desire which
constitutes the “primal repressed” - that is, the original desire for the lost mother’s
body,‘the (m)Other. As Jane Gallop points out, primary repression is what is left out
of the Symbolic register of articulated language, ih which the subject is constituted
through the intervention of the paternal hetéphbr, the symbolic phallus. Primary
repression is therefore alien, confined to the preoedipal Imaginary, and never present
to con/sciousness (Gallop, 1985: 151). There is no past state qf plenitude to which one
can return, since the object is unknown and unknowable. The subject’s constant
search for that original object, the cher, is what Lacan means by the term “desire,” in
other words, “an offshoot, a child of primary repression” (Gallop, 1985: 151). This
desire, the discourse of the Othef which is the unconscious, is etermnally unsatified and
unsatisﬁable, beeause its object cannot be defined or known. The language of the
unconscious is consequently driven by other repressed desires that are associated with
the primal repressed and strive for expression through signification, that is, through
the subversive and veiled linguistic form of puné, slips of the tengue, silences, gaps,
and incoherences (equivalent to Freud’s ;‘retum of the repressed”), when the subject
tries to speak what he or she feels (Minsky, 1996: 156). But this language has its -

roots in the primal repressed, the domain of the Other, and so it is through the Other
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(the unconscious) that language speaks the subject: As Lac’an explained it, the subject
is the effect of discourse, not its cause (Grosz, 1990: 97). Any sense of coherent self
 that an individual may achievé through speech is, for Lacan, only the “Imaginary ego,”
for the're is no sign that can refer to the subject’s whole being (Mjnsky, 1996‘: 156).
The speaker’s disruptive lingﬁistic fonﬁs represent the fragmented nature of ihe
subject, emerging in a vain attempt to articulate Adesire; _this spéech essentially
represents “an endless appeal to the Other for meaning” 'and “a search for linguistic
substitutes for the lost mother’s body” (Minsky, 1996: 147).

At this point, it is also important to recall that Lacan's privileged signifier bf
division and difference, the phallus, further ;igniﬁes sépafation from the mother,
eliciting loss of and mourning for the mother and "maternal plenitude” - a lack that is
experienced by bvoth' male and female (see Sprengnether, 1990: 195-99). The Other,
or the unconscious, is at the same tirhe (m)Other. Lacan thusrco‘nstrues. feminine |
7 sexuality as Other and outside of lé.nguage, in the silence of the preoedipal Imaginary,
maternal ‘space, and the unconscious. Through the father's intervention and the pain of
separation from maternal plenitude, both boys and girls, in spite of anatomicalr
differences, constitute themselves within the "masculine” realm of language Vand
culture. In Lacan's theory, therefore, once in the territory of the Symbolic, where the
phallus bélongs to the father and becomes the privileged signiﬁer of difference, gender
is cultufally constituted by either symbolic access (masculine) or lack of access
(feminine) to the phallus. Again, in Lacan's conception of reality, there is no sexual
relation, since the feminine is empty of speebh and constituted on lack. Mascdlinity
and femininity are simply signifiers of their relation jto the phallué, either of which Can

be taken up by women or men.
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Lacan's theory, ihen, arguably remains »analogous to Freud's biological basis of
gender differentiation, which is constifuted by the “fact" of female caetration and the
possession or lack of the penis. Both theorists explain constructien of the patriarchal
order, gender differentiation (where the feminine is defined by the masculine and
constitutes lack and emptiness), and male domination; neither, however, push further
to explain why, in the first place, the penis/phallus is the chosen (seemingly quite
arbitrarily chosen) object of desi’re that is essential to human subjectivity and culture.
Although Lacan characterises the human subject (male and female) as split and ’ﬁjll of
desire, beth Freud and Lacan equally subordinate the feminine and deny the
subjectivity of women and the mother. The feminihe becomes mother, who ‘becomes
(m)Other, who becomes all women, who becoﬁe the embodiment of loss and desire
to be repressed in the unconscious and relegated to the silence of the presymbolic
order (Flax, 1990: 107).

| Feminine sexuality, therefore, is marked by lack and excluded from'tlule phallic
economy of language and representation. Lacan states that there is no such thing as
“The woman" or feminine essence within that patriarchal and phallogocentric culture
(see Sprengnether, 1990: 197-9; Flax, 1990: 103-7). When women speak, says Lacan,

they enter the phallic function:

The woman can only be written with The crossed through. There is no.
such thing as 7he woman, where the definite article stands for the
universal. There is no such thing as 74e woman since of her essence...

she is not all. (in Mitchell and Rose, eds., 1982: 144)
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Here, Lacan proceeds to theorise femininity further than Freud, exalting the emptiness
of "woman" as an emptiness that extends beyond répresentation and the law of the
father, and as the site of ofhemess and the ever unfulfilled desire to be loved. Qutside
of the Symbolic ordér, "woman" does not (cannot?) speak or conceptualise her
experience, but simply experiences her jouissance. Jouissance, which within the
parameters of the body popularly refers to the pleasure of sexual orgasm, is magnified
beyond mere plaisir to imply the transported consciousness of the mystic,
inexpressible through language. It implies a pleasure pushed to the boundaries of
"exquisite pain" and momentary loss of consciousness - a highly erotocised death
drive (Sarup, 1992: 130). According to Lacan, ‘the Jjouissance of woman "is a
Jouissance 6f the body which is, if the expression be allowed, beyond the phallus" (in
Mitchell and Rose eds., 1982: 145) Then, it can be argued, "woman" transcends and
has the power to disrupt the patriarchal order. Lacan argues that women do not know
or speak of this jouissance, but simply experience it, thus transposing this "feminine"
expen'éncé to the sphere of the mystic and religious experience: *And why not
* interpret one face of the Other,. the God face, as supported by feminine jouissance" (in
Mitchell and Rose, eds., 1982: 147). Thus, like Freud, Lacan aligns religion with the
feminine, but attempts to shift this site of "lack" and "emptiness" from one that is
denigrated to one that is exalted as transcendent. However, according to Lacan,
women's experience of joﬁissance - as transcendent and mystical in nature - remains
silent.

To sum up, Lacan's psychoanalytic theory explains patriarchal society and
situates men and women as equally "split" from maternal plenitude and equally full of

desire that cannot be satisfied. "Masculine” and "feminine" are arbitrary cultural
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 constructions differentiated by different relations to the symbolic bhallus which,
according to Lacan, neither men nor women possess. The feminine, according to/
Lacan, represents "Other" and does not exist within the phallic economy, implying
that in the reality of petriarchal culture, sexual difference does not exist. The esserrtial.
feminine, or "woman," however, takes on a spiritual dimension of religious experience
suffused with a mystical jouissance external to the Symbolie. Altrlough Lacan appears
to initiate the disruption of patriarchy through the feminine and to raise "woman" to a
"higher" plane, some feminist theorists, quite understandably, argue that he does not
in any sense refer to women and their lived, corporeal reality. Female and maternal
space remains empty and women remain silent. I‘would argue that, at best, Lacan
might bereferring to the idealised version of ‘rhe mother in his vision - (m)Other -
representing the equally idealised and spiritualised notion of a maternal plenitude that
we all eternally long for. Once more, I would argue, the body - and in turn, women
(as opposed to "woman") - takes the position of subjugated object. This recalls the
(m)Other, relegated to presymbolic silence, associated with loss and represented as
object of the subject's impossible desires, which reside in the unconscious. | |
-Again, it is possible to identify a polarisation of the mother, in this case, as a
metaphdr for all wdmen: On the one hand, she is valorised as transcendent, a sacred
space of longed for maternal plenitude and mystical inﬁnitude; but on the other, the
preoedipal Imaginary and the maternal body are disparaged and powerless, excluded
from speech and the socio-political realm of the Symbolic. Bluntly put, can the one
who .never speaks ever be subject and express her own desire? Ironically, speech still
belongs to the masculine even as (spoken by Lacan) it disrupts the Symbolic order and

attempts to exalt “woman.”
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Lacan has certainly inspired a flood of feminist critique, as well as the
innovative French feminist school of writing known as 'écriture féminine. At the very
least, his theory has far from silenced women writers! A feminist approach to Lacan
involves a distrust of the privileged status of the phallus and the "paternal law" - as
Marini puts it, "The maternal theme in Lacan's works is as sparse as the paternal
theme is abundant. It might be because, for him, the mother as origin is
inconceivable... 1 wduld say that, in Lacan's work, the mother is impossible, in all
senses of the t_erm" (1992: 78-9). Sensing, too, the polarisation of "woman," Marini
further indicts Lacan's inconsistency: "Lacan has always oscillated between the saucy
and contemptuous version of woman on the oné hand and the courtly or mystic
version on the other," and, more pointedly; "Derision and exaltation are two well-
known defenses against anxiety" (1992: 80).

But the central question that emerges is whether his sacralization of "woman"
as transcendent has relevance for real women's lived experience and feminist
resistance to male domination. Psychoanalysis characterises religion as neurosis - a
fantasy that projects a human need for an idealised father onto God. But, by the same
token, I would argue that Lacan's spiritualised notion of "woman," and psychoanalytic
.theor)i‘s idealisation of the mother, create yet another type of "religious" notion, or
objectified sacred space, that denies women's subjectivity. This question will be
revisited in later discussion around feminist deconstruction of androcentric images of
the mother and motherhood, particularly with reference to French feminist writers
who héve addressed Lacanian theory in depth in their expén'ments with new ways of

speaking through "l'écriture féminine."
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42  OBJECT RELATIONS THEORY

In contrast to Freud and Lacan, object‘ relations theory gives primary
- significance tol the preéedipal mothér and };er influence is strongly felt. Object
relations theo;‘y posits ‘an.initial non-differentiation of the mother-infant dyad which
charts the progress of the infant's evolving awareness of herself or himself as a
separate being. Like Freud, however, object relations theorists idealise the mother-
infant relationship, advocating the subordination of women's subjectivity-and maternal
desire to the desires of her infant (Sprengnether, 1990: 183-8). Nevertheless, a
'diﬁ‘.erent voice for the mother is heard and the theory opens up an avenue for
exploring the significance of intersubjective relatiohs in human development and the
construction of the self. Since object relatioﬁs theory potentially offers a different
perspective on the construction of gender identity, particularly in terms of the social
expectations of motherhood, it has been critically examined and applied by many

psychoanalytic feminists and feminist theorists in general.2

Winnicott: Body, Mind, and Psyche-Soma

In the field of object relations theory, the work of the British psychoanalyst
and- theorist, D.W. Winnicott, offers a fruitful avenue for pursuing our aﬁalysis of
sacred images of the mother. Although he does not give much attention to the
formation and significance of gender, his foqus on the preoedipal rglationshi‘p of
" mother and child, as Jane Flax puts it, "enables us to recognize and begin to undo the

repression and distortion of preoedipal experience that so pervade the theories of

? For example: Jessica Benjamin (1986; 1990a; 1990b); Nancy Chodorow (1978; 1989; 1990);
Dorothy Dinnerstein (1976); Jane Flax (1990); Naomi Goldenberg (1989; 1993); Madelon
Sprengnether (1990). '
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Freud and Lacan" (1‘990: 109). More fundamentally, Winnicott's work offers
innovative perspectives on the mind/body split, the development of the human
individual, and intersubjective relationé. Furthermore, it identifies and defines an
"intermediate space" (which I intend to argue implies a sacred space) between mother
and infant where all creativity, cultural activity, and religious ideas are said to be born.
Winnicott's approach to psychoanalysis and the construction of the self is
founded on the body in a way that directly addresses the problem of the mind-bddy
split (Flax, 1990; Goldenberg, 1989). He clearly defines the psyche or "soul" as "the
imaginative elaboration of somatic parts, feelings and functions" (cited in Goldenberg,
1989: 251). For Winnicott, mind refers to something completely distinct from psyche;
psyche is related to body functioning, while mind is related to the ﬁmctioning of the
brain at a later stage of the child's development (1968: 7). Psyche and soma, as Flax
emphasises, form a fluid, interactive unit, where change in one affects the other.
Furthermore, she argues, this focus provides a médium through which we can "render
problematic men's as well as women's bodies," since both female and male bodies are
“a psycho-somatic unit with changing and changeable qualities" (Flax, 1990: 150).
Underpinning Winnicott's theory and practice, in fact, is the assertion that
human feeling, emotion, artistic endeavour, and spirituality all arise from bodily
experience, whether women's or men's. The significance of the early preoedipal stage
of the infant's somatic fusion with the mother, therefore, is vital to this process
(Winnicott: 1965; 1968; 1971). According to Winnicott, a perfect environment is
necessary during infancy for optimum developmeht of the psyche-soma. Mind, then, 4
develops in response to an increasingly imperfect environment which, to a greater or

lesser extent, is the reality of human growth and development. How does this happen?
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The Preoedipal Mother-Child Relationship

Object relations theory strongly emphasises rriaterrial presence in early human
development, through the concept of "mother-infant fusion" (Sprengnether,
1990: 183), a concept tﬁat was to generate Winnicott's famous comment that "there is
no such thing as ‘an infant." This means, in his words, "that whenever one finds an
infant oné finds maternal care, and without maternal care there would be no infant"
(1965: 39; n.1). The preoedipal mother and infant are one somatic unit, where the
infant's inner and outer reality are one and the same, couched in the experience of
“omnipotence” - what the infant desires (symbolised in the object of mother's breast) it
creates, in other words, the infant's experienqe is that it “creates" what is already
theré, the object of its own desire. Essential to this early stage and for the infant's
later, gradual experience of separateness bfrom the mother and of other objects as
"not-me," is Winnicott's idea of the "good-enough" mother.

In the beginning,‘ the "good-enough”" mother subordinates her entire being to
the well-Be'mg of her infant, Winnicott speaks of the mirror-role of the mother in his
theory of development, drawihg on Lacan's mirror stage Wherg the mirror facilitates
the child's recognition of | his or her own image as a separate but integrated self
(1971: 111-18). But for Winnicott the precursor of Lacan's'mirror is the mother's
face, belonging to the earliest preoediph] stage of non-differentiation. The image that
the infant sees of itself is reflected in the mother’s gaze, and so he suggests that when
the infant looks at its mother’s face "what the baby sees is himself or herself. In other
words‘the mother is looking at the baby and what she Iook.§ like is related to what she

sees there" (1971: 112).
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Implied in the above statement is all that Winnicott means by the "good-
enough" mother - not only the way she looks at her baby, but the way she holds and
handles it and the way she presents objects to the infant as though it created them.
The importance of holding, as perhaps the only way that a mother can show the infant
her love, is stressed (1965:49). Done well enough, says Winnicott, the baby's
"legitimate experience of omnipotence is not violated" (1971: 10). It is during this
"holding phase," too, that "the dawn of intelligence and the beginning of a mind as
something distinct from the psyche" emerges (1965: 45). Only gradually and gently
will the good-enough mother begin to adapt less than perfectly to her baby's needs.
Her responses will remain in tune with the infant's developing capacity to tolerate
frustration and the shock of loss of its omnipotence as it begins to experience
separateness vand a world that is "not-me." As Winnicott puts it, developﬁxent

“proceeds "according to the infant's growing ability to deal with her [the mother's]
failure" (1971: 10).

Inherent in this theory which, like Freud, idealises the mother-infant
relationship, is the daunting prospect of the "not good-enough" mother. Exclusive
emphasis is placed on the mother's role in the child's development, indicating that any
mishaps in this process inevitably rest on matemal dysfunction, particularly in terms of
the ea;liest stages (Sprengnether, 1990: 187). Winnicott, in fact, identifies two
possible scenarios for the infant's phase of dependency in the "holding environment":
One, _"infant development facilitated by good-enough maternal care"; or, two, "infant
development distorted by maternal care that is not good enough" (1965: 55). The
developing strength (or weakness) of the infant ego, he continues, depends entirely on

good (or bad) maternal care. It would seem that not only is the baby omnipotent (in
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its own experience), but so is the mother, in terms of her apparently inexorable
deiérmining influence on and accountability for her baby's development.

| Referring back to the early mirror-role of the mother, Winnicott reminds us
that "this which is naturally done well by mothers" [my emphasis] should not be taken
for granted, for, he goes on, what ;)f the mother whose face reflects her own mood or
"worse st_ill, the rigidity of her own defences ?" (197l>: 112). I would ask, what of the

7

mother who takes cognisance of her own being and desire, as an autonomous subject?y ¢ W//
Here, the dangerous spectre of the "not good-enough" mother looms large, and such e
a proposition arguably represents a call for denial of the mothex’s subjectivity.
Winnicott, then, brinés back the voice of .the preoedipal mother, but most
significantly as the object of her infant's des;ires. So perfectly should the mother
subordinate her being to that of her baby's, that they are as one, forming a somatic
fusion of maternal plenitude, surely an embodied sacred space. Thus Winnicott, I

would further argue, supports a vision of institutionalised motherhood that implies a gjﬁj

state of perfection and omnipotence - so that the baby's "legitimate experience of ‘Dl N
. )
ncluSoens

Gosyed

omnipotence is not violate_d" - in other words, again, an inviolable, sacred space.

Transitional Space as Sacred Space

If we move on to the development of the infant's realisation of separateness
and his or her relations with external reality, we might also see that the "sacred space"
* of maternal embodiment moves or, at least, expands to the space between two bodies
- the potential space between mother and child. We all, as human beings, experience
the tension between inner reality (the subjective) and external, shared reality (the

objective) - in fact, we are never free from the strain of relating the two, says
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Winnicott. In this context, we see how his theory interweaves childhood object
relations and creative play with the adult creative world of art, culture, and religion
(1971: 1-25).

Winnicott charts the progress of the infant from its unitary, inner experience of
subjectivity and omnipotence that creates a world where inner and outer reality are
fused, to its emerging ability to accept external reality and develop object
relationships. Inherent in this process, according to Winnicott, is the baby's use of
"transitional objects," or first "not-me" possessions, andkan intermediate area or state
of experiencing between the infant's inner reality and its acceptance of external, shared
reality (1971: 1-3). Transitional objects, such as a epecial' teddy-bear, doll, or blanket
often remain epecial in a child's life and allow room for the child to accept both-
similarity and difference. They symbolise the infant's journey frorn subjective
experience to reality-testing and acceptance of objective reality, or in Freud's terms,
the growing abilit)" to move from the pleasure principle to the reality principle
(1971: 4-10).

This intermediate area of experiencing, then, is the area of transitional
- phenomena, the area of play, where both child and adult are free to be creative. This,
Winnicott implies, is the creative space where an individual may find his or her true
self and constitutes the source of artistic and scientific creativity, dreaming, and
religioue feeling._ In terms of the developing child, Winnicott refers to experience of
this transitional space as illusion: "that which is allowed to the infant, and which in
adult life is inherent in art and religion" (1971:3). He continues, however, l;;
cautioning that it is the substance of this illusion, in adults, that can also become thef

"hallmark of madness" - that i is, when the individual cannot distinguish between mnerﬂ(
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and external reality and imposés his or her subjective but creative experience on
others, claiming that it represents objective reality (1971:> 3). e

Although Winnicott's idea that religious experience arises from ‘“illusion"
points to positive and negative meanings, it nonetheless differs from Freud's
conception of religion as illusion. In the Freudian paradigm, the project of religion is
regarded as a process of transference, that is, the individual's projection of his or her
childhood desires and fears onto an illusory "blank screen" that takes the place 6f the
father - in other words, God (Jones, 1990). But in the context of object relations
theory, according to James Jones, "Winnicott implies that the sacred is encduptered
through a transitional state of awareness transcending subjectivity and objectivity”
(1990: 133). Despite the timelessvness and formlessness of this sacred space which
offers a source for creative, cultural, and religious moments of experience, Jones
points out that it occurs within relational parameters, "as opposed to the atomistic
individualism of earlier psychoanalytic theory” (1990: 134). Then, I would argue, if
Winnicott's transitional "sacred space" is relational, but also transcends subjectivity
and objectivity, perhaps it might transcend Freud's gender construct of the masculine
as subject and the feminine as object. This point will be recalled and analysed in
greater depth in Chapters Five and Six,‘ when we look at feminist revisions of object
relations theory, intersubjectivity, and the potential for a gendered relational model
between two subjects.

To return to Winnicott's psychoanalytic view of the developing individual, the;
behaviour of the good-enough mother is pivotal in the child's successful use of
transitional objects and its experiencing of the transitional space between inner and

outer reality. As mentioned above, it is the mother who is required to assess exactly
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how to adapt to her infant's needs at every stage of its development. The intermediate
area where play takes place is described as the potential space between mother and
baby that nevertheless still joins them and therefore, in a sense, is an extension of
bodily space. It is neither the inner reality of the infant who was an integral part of the
fused space of the mother-infant dyad, nor the external world of the "not-me" and the
mother. It is through play in the space between these two that rnind,‘ as distinct from

psyche, develops, providing the foundation for the inner self, creativity, and the

f

capacity for intersubjective human relationships. ——

Three phases can be identified in Winnicott's theory of play (1971: 38-64).
’i‘ he first kind of play to follow the early experience of psychosomatic fusion is a
process of learning to perceive objects objectively, where an object is "repudiated, re-
accepted, and perceived objectivély." Winnicott describes this experience as one of
precariousness, positioned in the interplay of inner, psychic reality and learning to
control external objects. At this point, the appropriate actions and love of the good-
enough mother are deemed essential, implying a fragile process expressing "the
: precériousness of magic itself,' magic that arises in intimacy, in a relationship that is
found to be reliable" (1971: 47). Second, the ability of the child to play "alone in the
presence of someone" is formed - trusting that the "someone" (usually the mother)
will be available when needed. Fina]fy, out of this relationship of trust emerges the
stage of intersubjective relations, where the mother can ‘move beyond playing in a
purely adaptive way to a sbace where she and her baby begin to pléy together as two
separate beings in a relationship. It is in this potential space between child and mother,

in the "doing" of play, that creativity is born - for Winnicott, it is where the origin of
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all cultural experience is situated. Furthermore, and most important, it is only in the

process of human creativity that the individual can discover the self:

We experience life in the area of transitional phenomena, in the
exciting interweave of subjectivity and objective observation, in the
area that is intermediate between the inner reality of the individual and

the shared reality of world that is external to individuals. (1971: 64)

Turning to the wider world of human society as a whole, Winnicott's
enthusiasm for human history and the development of human relations is maintained.
He argues that culture is essentially “ihherited'tradition“ that represents a “cofnmdn
pobl of humanity" into which human beings contribute and from which they draw for

~ resources to support their own creativity and culfural experience. Referring back to
the early stages of play, he draws a corresponding interplay of inner and outer reality
for the adult world, which is situated in the potential space between the individual and
the environment: "The interplay between originality and the acceptance of tradition as
the basis for inventiveness seems to me to be just oné more example, and a very
exciting one, of the interplay between separateness and union" (1971: 99). The extent
of an individual's creativity and his or her use of this potential space depends on the
eicperiences in the early stages of infancy, on whether or not métemal loye and
reliability were present in support of the child’'s development of trust in the external
world.

Winnicott's vision, I would argue, clearly speaks of a sacred space, the sacred

space of creative, artistic, and religious experience. In fact, he says as much. But itis a
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sacred space that is founded on the bedrock of the good enough mother and the

environment she constructs:

The potential space between baby and mother, between child and
family, between individual and society or the world... can be looked
upon as sacred to the individual in that it is here that the individual

experiences creative living. (1971: 103)

Therefore, it appears that an ove(arching significance is superimposed on the maternal
body aﬁd motherhood (the institutionalised matefnal environment) as the decisive
factors in determinihg the individual‘s. future experience of self and its
expression: Whether it will be psychologically dysfunctional; or an ongoing
experience of mediocre greyness and uncreative day-to-day living; or a life that
includes the vitality and fulfilment of inventiveness, creativity, and spirituality. As

Susan Suleiman accurately points out, in the psychoanalytic paradigm, artistic creation

and cultural experience belong to the child, not the mother: "Just as motherhood is \
ultimately the child's drama, so is artistic creation. In both cases the mother is the
essential but silent Other, the mirror in whom the child searches for his own reflection,
the body he seeks to appropriate” (1985: 357). . — ‘
To sum up, I would argue that Winnicott diverges from the centrality of the
Oedipus complex in Freud's theorising about individual development and the origins
of culture. He himself refers to Freud's all too brief attention to the signiﬂcance ‘of the

early infant stage and maternal care (1965: 39). For Winnicott, the preoedipal stage of

personal development takes precedence in locating the origins of culture, creativity,
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and religious experience. He depicts, first, an embodied sacred space situated in the
somatic fusion of mother and infant, implying that in this stage, a "perfect"
environment needs to be provided (by the good enough mbther) in order for later
object relations and creativity to be successfully negotiated. Second, he speaks of a
potential space, in physical terms, between mother and child (but still joining the two),
and in psychological terms, an intermediate space between inner, subjective reality and
external, objective reality. This, I have argued, is also a sacred space delimited by two
bodies where, according to Winnicott's theory, creativity, artistic endeavour, and
religious feeling find their origin through the medium of the baby's use of transitional
objects and play. This creativity, then, begins to ﬁnd its way into society, I would
suggest, through the child's first experiences bf intersubjective relations, where the

mother and child, as separate beings, can play together.

Gender and the Polarisation of Women
Undoubtedly, the preoedipal mother is central to these stages of early life,
according to Winnicott's psychoanalytic theory. Not only is the prim#ry role of
women their function as mothers, but we find here, too, a polarisation of
women: Those who provide a safe and nurturing space for a child's healthy
w
who do not and therefore endanger that development. Like Freud, Winnicott's %
thinking on gender roles was surely shaped by the social milieu of his class, place, and *{(j\ﬁ}’\zﬁ%f\é

psychological and cultural development through good enough maternal care and those
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time. In the early stages of the infant's life, at least, the father's function was portrayed
as "dealing with the environment for the mother" - a task that was "not known to the

infant" (1965: 43).
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In a radio broadcast on “The Mother's Coﬁtribution to Sociéty" in 1957 (C.
Winnicott et al, eds., 1986: 123-7), Winnicott acclaims the\role of women and
disarmi~nglyA claims that "every happy person, is in infinite debt to a woman." Echoing
Freud's identification of the growing child's repudiation of the mother and femininity
and society's consequent denigration and fear of "woman," Winnicott points to fear of

dependence and domination as the real fear:

If our society delays making full acknowledgement of this dependence
[of the infant on the mother], which is a historical fact in the initial
stage of development of every individual, there must remain a block
both to progress and to regression, ablock that is based on fear. If
there is no true recognition of the mother's part, then there must
remain a vague fear of dependence. (See C. Winnicott et al, eds.,

1986: 125)

But Winnicott's identification of the cause of and a solution for the denigration
of women still rests on the "omnipotent” mother, who remains the object of praise or
blame for good or ill in human developnﬁent. ‘This point in itself provides a strong
motivation for feminis’t analysis of psychoanalysis, especially object relations theory, in
pursuit of identifying and seeking to transfonﬁ the root cause of the domination »of
women. As Nancy Chodorow succinctly p’oinfs out: "I have yet to find a qonvincing
-explanation for the virulence of m‘asculine’ anger, fear, and resentment of women, or
of aggression toward them, that bypasses... the psychoanalytiﬁ account... that men

resent and fear women because they experience them as powerful mothers* (1989: 6).
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The extent to which Winnicott's "sacralization" of the mother and motherhood (which
all but denies maternal subjectivity) relates to the lived reality of women who are
mothers, as well as to the issue of maternal subjectivity, power, and desire, is
therefore brought into question.

It is questions such as these that will be dealt with in depth later on in

| discussion of erminist critique and use of object relations theory in Chapter Five. Of
particular interest, too, will be the spatial elements of Winnicott's theory in relation to
mother and ‘child, and their irﬁplications for reﬁsioning maternal subjectivity,
intersubjective relations, and the construction of gender identity. Feminist theory in
relation to this area - most significantly, the work of Jessica Benjamin - will therefore
also be addressed in Chapter Six, in the context of theory of sacred space.

In conclusion, in both this chapter and the former one, I have attempted to link
psychoanalysis with issues of women's psychology, gender diﬁ'erentiation,
"femininity,” and religion through identifying images of the mother and motherhood
that signify an embodied sacred space. In doing so, have attempted to show how the

_theoretical works of 'Freud, i.acan, and Winnicott offer a psychologically-based
explanation for women's subordinate position in patriarchal society and how, perhaps,
they even contribute to that subordination. Images of the mother have been identified
as significant, either by their near absence or by their exaggerated presence, in the
psychoanalytic theories of Freud, Lacan, and Winnicott. According to Sprengnether,
we find the subjectivity and power of the mother repressed to only a “spectral”
presence in Freud's theory. Moreover, in terms of Lacan and Winnicott, we find that
the preoedipal mother is "not quite present enough" in Lacanian theory and "almost

too present in object relations theory... Both options (maternal presence and maternal



129

absence)" says Sprengnether, “‘lead to conceptu\al difficulties for feminists" (1990:
222).

Freud, Lacan, and Winnicott, I would argue,»all idéalise the preoedipal dyad of
mother and infant in a way that implies a sacred space of plehitude and fulfilment on
fhe one hand and an absence of subjéctivity, acfivity, and power on the other.
Polarisation of the mother, of ,female‘sexuality, of "femininity," and of women in
general? has provedvtq be a consiﬁtent theme in the speculations of all three theorists
on the construction of sexual and gender identity. Mothers and women are exaltéd
and denigrated, rrvlystbiﬁed and repfessed;‘ they afe represented ﬁs good and bad;
functional and dysfunctional; loving and aggressi‘ve;' they are defined by lack, as empty |
and silent, on the one hand; and on tﬂe other, as sﬁbols of mystical and sacred
fulfilment. Quite explicitly, Freud, Lacan, and Winnicott - in variously qegativ‘e and
positive ways - associate the mother, fenﬁﬂﬂty, and womenvwith creativity, cultu_re,
and religion. In the next chapter these points of paradvox will be problematised and
analysed from a'feminist sfandpoint, with a yiew to identifying a feminist hermeneutic

* of the mother as sacred space.
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CHAPTER FIVE: FEMINISM, THE BODY, AND THE MOTHER

Western philosophical thought has long privileged the mind and soul over the |
body and associated the body with woman and her reproductive powers, thus
contributing towards women's subordination in patriarchal societies. We have
discussed hqw Freud's psychoana]yfic theory 'p‘ioneered innovative interpretations of
the construction of the psyche or the self, believed to be determined by the interaction
of the unconscious and sexuality. In attempting to construct a theory of gender and to
explain the psychology of women, Freud arguab]y offered a plausible explanation for
the development and maintenance of patriarchal social norms and culture.

Both Freud and psychoanalystsrl w’ho’ followed him, such as Lacan and
VWinnicott, have identified the feminine with idealisation of the maternal in the context
~ of preoedipal mother-infant relations. An undifferentiated fusion is suggested which
the child must reject in order to enter the wider Wdrld of social relations. The mother,
on the other hand, represents a precultural spage of narcissistic fulfilment, confined to
the space of the Imaginary and preoedipal relations. Whereas Freud and Lacan
characterise the preoedipal phase as external and even hostile to culture, Winnicott
unequivocally points to thé significance of the mother in the individual's development
6f : cultural: creativity. None, however, fully acknowledge or investigate maternal
subjectivity, agency, and desire. |

I have argued that psychoanalytic theory has reproduced the mother as an
embodied sacred space in a way that reinforcés the idea of niotherhood as an
institutionalised sacred space. Further, | sdggest that it has generated a religiously

nuanced discourse of the feminine, most apparent in psychoanalytic notions that
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idealise and spiritualise the mother (or, in the case of Lacan, the (m)Other). The
mother, as signified by patriarchal culture, is given an exalted and sacred status, only
Ato be denigratgd and rejected for nof measuring up to the "God-like" dimensions of
the masculine ideal. The child, therefore, is réquired to turn to the masculine wbrld of

the father, to the extenial sociosymbolic domain of "reality" and rationality. Mother,

i

2
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more accurately, is of the natural world the "goddess" - and, as such, is. polarised as/{dw

both nurturing and dangerous, the site of both life and death.

The image of the ideal mother, who passively subordinates her desire to th.ose
of her infant in a way that could well be defined as a sacrificial process, arguably
implies an element of the sa(:l"ed. This maternal idbeal points to an underlying theme
that typifies, in psychological terms, much élder constructions of gender in the
patriarchal context of western, monotheistic religions. ’The sacred spacevof maternal
.embodime'nt is all too clearly reflected, for instance, in the "virgin mother" of
Christianity, cleansed of all taint of female sexuality ‘and desire. She remﬁins
subordinate to the é.ll-powérﬁxl Father and passive object of her infant son's desire. I
would argue that sacred images of the mother in the context of western patriarchal
society, whether produéed by psychoanalytic or religious discoqrse, serve to alienate
the feminine from the body and women from their experience.

In his psychoanalytic outline of the construction of the self, Freud defined
religion as a neurotic idealisation of the father that expresses feminine, narcissistic
dependence on a father-God. Moreover, Freud found difficulty in situating the role of
the mother and mother-goddesses in the history of the development of culture and
tended to Atypify women (divine or human) as hostile to culture. Lacan, however,

associated feminine sexuality with mysticism and religious experience but marginalised

o
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"woman" and "(m)Othér" from the symbolic order. The mother, we recall, is silenced
by her exclusion from language and confined to the Imaginary, associated with
unrequitable desire that is relegated to the domain of the'Other,‘ or the unconscious.
Winnicott's theory, on the other hand, more positively invoked a “sacred" space
between mother and child - albeit dependent on the "good enough" mother - which
embodied the origins of culture and religious feeling.

In this chapter I intend to identify critical analyses of these maternal iinages
that exist in the work of Qan'ous feminist theorists, in order to explore how they have
reinterpreted and reconstructed the maternal body, the rﬁother (as symbbl of
"femininity") and motherhood. We can, perhaps, alfeady recognise a.politics of sacred
space emerging from different psychoanalytic interpretations of femininity and the
mother. Inviolate and idealised notions of maternal sacred space, and its greater or
lesser power in the narrative of human life and sexual differentiation, have been
revealed in the work of the psychoanalysts discussed in the previous chapter. In this
chapter, feminist revisioning of maternal images and the ‘polarisation and paradoxes
inherent in them, will be shown to confront and contest the androcentric visions
-articulated in western patriarchal society and psychoanalytic theories. Moreover,
contested images of the mothef will be discovered, too, within the wide-ranging and
multi-faceted domain of feminist theory itself, arguably, therefore, producing an
alternative politics of maternal sacred space.

Several issues will be addressed in this chapter, starting with a brief
introduction to the history of feminist theory, followed by an examination of fenﬁnist
approaches to the body, gender, biological essentialism, and women's experience of

motherhood. The core of the chapter will be discussion of psychoanalytic ferninist
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| analyses of the maternal body and motherhood that draw on Freudian and, more
specifically, object relations theory, with particulai' emphasis on the theories of

Dorothy Dinnerstein and Nancy Chodorow.

5.1 INTRODUCING FEMINIST THEORY

Feminism, both as an activist politics and as theory, became a powerfully felt
source of resistance in the 19605 and 70s in western Europe and America. The
women's movement of the time constituted a revitalisation of nineteenth-century
liberal feminism's fight for women's rights and equalify with men, which was inspired
by the eighteenth-century bourgeois revolutions in France and America and the
humanistic and bolitical ideals of the Enlightenment period. Later, it was Simone de
Beauvoir, in her watershed work The Second Sex (1952), who produced an
innovative, epic analysis of women's suppressed subjectivity and recognised that
“woman" was construed as "other" and defined by lack against "man" as the norm in
patriarchal society. Her incisive polemic on the patriarchal construction of gender
- relations and motherhood undérpinned the revival of contemporary feminist resistance
politics and theory in 1960s and 70s' Europe and America.

Twenfieth-century liberal, white, middle-class feminists, like théir
predecessors, once again took up the call for women's rights and equality with men,
| particularly in the public domain Qf the world of work. However, liberal feminist texts
such as Betty Friedan's Tie Feminine Mystique (1965), spawned the image of the
"superwoman" who did two jobs: The woman who had “made it" in the world of men

and yet remained the embodiment of the eternal feminine in the family home.
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The development of radical feminism, however, generated by the radicalisation
of 1960s leﬁ-wing politics and in contrast to liberal feminism, more directly
challenged patriarchal society and its inherent male domination. Disillusioned with
exclusively male-dominated, left-wing resistance politics, radical feminists stressed the
solidaﬁty of women and constructed a sexual politics - some"more extreme than
others in their reconstructions of reproductive roles - that challenged the sexual
oppression of women and colonisation of the female body. Pinpointing the patriarchal
family as the root of thg problem, radical feminist ideals ranged from propoéals for
shared parenting (for gxample, Nancy Chodorow, 1978 and Dorothy Dinnerstein,
1976), to female separatism (for example, Gemﬁne Greer, 1971 and Kate Millet,
1977), to a feminist genetic engineerihg that wéuld all but exclude men's participation -
in the process of human reproduction (for example, Shulamith Firestone, 1971). The
ideal of sisterhood depicted a commonality of women's experience which was
encapsulated in the epithet pioneered by Robin Morgm (1970), "the personal is
political,” but it was, nevertheless, é sisterhood that generalised women's experience
and tended to overlook differences such as class, race, and sexual orientation.

More recent and contemporary radical feminist writers, such as Mary Daly
(1973), Susan Griffin (1984), and Adrienne Rich (1986), remain suspicious of theory
and émphasise the impoﬁance of subjective expérience for an effective feminist
politics. Insisting that theory is an intrinsically masculine disc‘ourse’ tHat controls the
production and dissemination of knowledge, they have nevertheless attempted to
construct alternative theories that are frequently based on deconstructive strategies

and _transformation of language itself (Weedon, 1987: 9).
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Socialist feminists, from the late nineteenth century onwards, have affiliated
themselves to varying degrees with Marxian political theory and historical
materialism. Their theory links gender relations, and the attendant divisions of power, ,
to capitalist relations of produCtioq, a link that manifests itself in the sexual division of
labour intrinsic to patriarchal, lcapitalist society. Socialist feminism most particularly
denies any element of "natural" femaleness, and perceives gendér as entirely socially
produced and hist_orically changing (Weedon, 1987:4). Contemporary socialist
feminism has evolved into a complex body of sophisticated theories, including the
appropriation of psychoanalysis to support a feminist challenge to patriarchy, the
sociocultural construction of gender, and the polit.icvs of reproduction (for example,
Michéle Barrett, 1992 and Juliet Mitchell, 1§74).

But most recent developments in fenﬁrﬁst theory have turned to a variety of
alternative soufces, such as - psychoanalytic theory of language and meaning,
poststructuralism and postmoderﬁism, and poﬁtcolonial theory to deconstruct the
overarching paraméters of Enlightenment humanist thought whose ‘unchallenged,‘
universq]ised “truths" have arguably kept patriarchy in place. Poststructuralist and
psychoanalytic theories of language, subjectivity, and power have been appropriated
by many feminists, moreover, not oniy to facilitate their project of deconstructing
‘patriarchal discourse, but also for reconstructing a new discourse of gender. Chris
Weedon points oﬁt, for example, that the con;truction of a "feminist

poststructuralism" could provide the way for linking theory and politics by addressing
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~ "the questions of how social power is exercised and how social relations of gender,
class and race might be transformed" (1987: 20).!

The benefits of a feminist poststructuralism that is held in balance with a
feminist political specificity is further argued by Kate Nash (1994), who seems to
offer the possibility for a more holistic approach. She éxpléres the tension between
feminist deconstruction, which "continually invites us to uncover diﬂ'erence" and
feminism as a social and political movement that must, at times, lead women "to posit
a unity for the sake of improving the day-to-day conditions of women's ﬁves"
(1994: 76). She iqsists that thjs tension is a useful and fruitful one for feminism: On
the one hand, the deconstructive method serves tb disrupt all assumed realities and
identities - including gender categories - by claiming they are discursively produbed;
and on the other, the historical and continuing reality of women's oppression can be
addressed by a measure of unified soéio-political femninist resistance.

In any event, a new genération of feminism has emerged as a critique, not only
of patriarchy and androcentric theory, but even more pointedly, of what could be
construed as the assumptions of "mainstream" feminism and its lack of attention to the
differences of class, race, and sexual orientation among women, As in many areas of
human life; however, feminist schools of thought that have developed over the past
few decades cannot be neatly classified into discrete, closed packages. A proliferation

of new "feminisms" has emérged, such as African feminism, Black feminism,

! Chris Weedon's Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory (1987) offers useful and thorough
explanations of different feminist schools of thought. The book also aims "to make poststructuralist
theory accessible to readers to whom it is unfamiliar, to argue its political usefulness to feminism
and to consider it implications for feminist critical practice,” successfully bringing clarity to 4
complex and frequently obfuscated arena of theory. See also Rosemaric Tong's Feminist
Thought: A Comprehensive Introduction (1989) for clear and comprehensive accounts of several
feminist theoretical schools, including the main critiques of each one.
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womanism, postcoloniai feminism, psychoanalytic feminism, and so on. Neither do
they represent diverse approaches to one, unifying objective. As Henrietta Moore
recently observed in an essay aBpropﬁately named "Divided We Stand": “there is no
single, homogeneous body of fekminist theory" (1994: 79). Instead, feminist theorists
appear to interweave a pattern of problems and debates in which they look to each
“other both for support and critical analysis. Most pertinently, receﬁt femninist discourse
attempts to reconnect the split between theory and praxis, seeking to connect
theoretical writing with political activism. Feminists, Mobre continues, have‘ had to
acknowledge differences between various groups of women - as well as between
practising feminists - in their experienced realities. Voices of difference have
demanded to be heard, not only to challenge the patriarchal discourse of liberal-
humanist thought, but also in a concerted effort to extricate feminist theory from the
pitfall of being perceived as "not only arcane, but elitist, racist and/or patriarchal"
(Moore, 1994: 79). But despite the -heterogeneous nature of feminist schools of
thought, I would argue that contentious components of debate in all of them, in some
form or another, are the body, women's sexuality and reproductive capacity, and the

figure of the mother.

5.2  FEMINISM, THE BODY, AND MOTHERHOQD
The human body has become the site of one of the most stringent debates in
this heterogeneous body of feminist theory, one which raises the issue of what does or

does not count as biological essentialism. In the feminist context, essentialism implies

an immutable feminine essence and a generic concept of "woman" that is formulated

on the basis of female anatomy, sexuality, and morphology. It is a representation of
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"woman" that is deemed external and in opposition to social and cultural determinism.
Some feminists seek to recover and attribute value to such a feminine essence as a
separatist site of resistance within a patriarchal and phallocentric culmré. Others,
however, warn of the dangers of essentialist theory for women, arguing that this
alleged "essence" has been historically and socially constructed within a patriarchal
framework, only to be manipulated to oppress women,

Yet others may go so far as to define essentialism in feminist theory as
definitively anti-feminist, to be rooted out at all costs. In short, the categories of
sexuality, gender, and sexual difference - and not‘ least, the notion of a communal
"we" among women or a universal category called "woman" - have been placed under
exhaustive scrutiny, their very existence disbuted. Judith Butler, for example, in
Gender Trbuble (1988), asks "the speculative question of whether feminist politics
could do without a 'subject in the category of women... The femiﬁist 'we' is always
and only a phantasmatic construction, one that has its pufposes, but which denies the
internal complexity and indetefminacy of the term" (1988: 142). Her work issues a
challenge to "gender“ as a reality, which, it is suggested, arises from the patriarchal
social construct of "compulsory heterosexuality." She examines the political practices
inyolved in the creation and regulation of identity, aﬁd the possibilities for
deregulating it, requiring "a critical genealogy of the naturalization of sex and of
bodies in general” (1988: 147). |

On balance, it appears that essentialism might well reinforce generalisation of
women's experience of oppression and limit the avenues available for resistance
against it. Avoidance of the social construction of gender and the effects of history

and socio-political ideologies on that construct does not adequately take into account
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differences ambng' women - race, class, and sexual orientation - and the consequent
-diversity of women'sexpen'ences of oppression. Nonetheless, it does not necessarily
mean that privileging a feminine essence has no place in combating equally essentialist
but misogyni«s; ideas found in and_rbcenm'c theories of g’enden; Arguably, a conceptual
construct can be contextualized differently, transformed, and turned against jtself, In
any event, analysis and vcritiqu‘e of misogynist uses of Vekssentialist knotions of Woiﬁen
ahd the “feminine"” constitute fundanj_ental tasks in feminist critical theory.

In a similar vein, if we recall our discussion of the mind/body split in Chapter
Two, it was inferred that pejorative ideas about the body as inferior to the mind have

vplayed a centra.I role in thé hi§tory of women's squugation. The associatibn of women

with the body and nature as a cbnséquénce of their biological sex and reproducfive
capacity has long been placed in oppositioh to the association of men with the intellect

.and socially-produced culture. Because of their biolOgicaj sexuality, then, women
remained in the private, domestic sphere to rear children, charactgrised as naturally
inferior to men in terms of significant socio-political agency. Thereafter, a universal
correspondenée 6f gender relations with biological sex ydiﬁ"erences was assuméd,
where "female is to male as nature ié to culture“ (see Oftner, 1974).

_B‘ut feminists who engaged in developing an anthropology of women were
quick to deconstruct this conflation of sex and gender, pointing to socially-
constructed gender relations and women's sixbordinaﬁbn, which were historically

“embedded in kinship systems where women constituted a commodity 6f exchange.
Such a sex-gender system, it has been argued, became even xﬁore immutably fixed m
the conventional family structure of modern western soéiety, based on an assumed

"naturalness" of heterosexual marriage in which women mother in the domestic realm
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and men go out into the public world of socio-political action.? As a result, feminists
have inevitably been cautious of any hint of universalisation of a feminine essence
based on women's sexuality and biological nature. However, the deconstruction of the
male/female, mind/body, culture/nature, and pﬁvate/public dichotomiés generated by
the conflation of sex and gender has, ironically, in turn produced yet another
exclusionary binary opposition - gender (sociocultural) and sex (biological) - that
inhibits analysis of the realities and consequences of human embodiment. As I have
argued in the second chapter, with particular reference to fexﬁinist writers who have
drawn on Foucault's History of Sexuality, ’Vol. I (1984), the body, sex, and sexual
differentiation, too - especially women's bodies #nd female sexuality - have been
historically and socially constructed through‘ specific discourses (Mooré, 1994; 91-2),
By the same token, all experience, whether physical or psychical, social or emotional -
and for both women and men - is mediated through the body. In that case, then, as
Flax concludes, "embodiment is simultaneously natural and cultural" (Flax, 1990).
Since I have primarily set out to explore how the maternal body represents
sacred space, extending the link between the body a.nd culture to include the
intersection of the body and religion is clearly warranted. If the body mediates all
experience and provides a medium for collapsing the duality of nature and culture,
then religion - in the widest sense of religion being the arena of the sacred in society -
. must also be implicated.’prever, the body and religion undoubtedly play out a

reciprocal relationship, where the fact of human embodiment "determines the

? See Sherry B. Ortner (1974); Micelle Zimbalist Rosaldo (1974); Gayle Rubin (1975); Henrietta
Moore (1986): for feminist analysis of sex and gender systems in the field of anthropological and
structuralist theory.
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parameters of religious experience and discourse and, conversely, how religious
thought and practice construct understandings of the human body" (Law, 1995: ix).

Recalling Paula Cooey's work on the relationship between the body and
religious imagination, the ambiguous conceptions of the body as both “imagining
subject” and "cultural artifact" have been analysed (Cooey, 1994). Addressing the
opposition between essentialism and cultural determinism that we have recognised as
internal to the field of feminist theory, Cooey advocates that feminists need to
acknowledge the inseparability of nature aﬁd culture (1994: 19-30). Her own theory
of "socionatural process".indicates that these binary oppositions of nature and cultpre,
sex and gender, flesh and spirit, can be successfully collapsed. For Cooey, it is
religious myth and symbol systems that hol»d nature and culture, the body and
imagination, in tension (1994: 38-9). The maternal body, I would ksuggest, represents
a primary site which is suffused with such sociocultural myths and religious symbol
systems, whether implicitly "sacred" or explicitly "religious."

The myths of motherhood, I would therefore argue, are socially, culturally,
and religiously constmcted and are acted out and experienced through the embodied
mother. In recent years, feminist writers have not been silent about these experiences,
bofh in terms of personal consequences and what they symbolise for society's
und'erst.anding‘ of gender systems and motherhood. But it was Adrienne Rich, in Of
Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1986), who pioneered a
feminist approach to female experiehce of the body, particularly the maternal body.
She opens by declaring the fact that "allvhum‘an life on the planet is born of woman"
and that "most of us first know both love and disappointment, power and tenderness,

in the person of a woman." The mother, most often, is the locus for our first
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experiences, not only of stability and security, but also of rejections and refusals. But
at the time when Rich was first writing, she notes that there had been little material
written to help us understand and use the expeﬁence of the early mother-child
relationship, despite the fact that "we carry the imprint of this experience for life, even
into our dying" (1986: 11).

Rich's text begins with a personal memoir that recalls her own experiences as
mother - some joyful - but more poignantly evoking her frequent suffering of pain,
resentment, and anger engendered by having to confonﬁ to the “"sacred calling" of
institutionalised motherhood as demanded by the patriarchal society in which she
lived. At the outset, one of the most persistent an&, I would argue, sacred myths of
motherhood - that of matenal instinct - is dismantled, almost in
passing: “Motherhood is eamned, first through an intense physical and psychic rite of
passage - pregnancy and childbirth - then throﬁgh learning to nurture, which does not
ckome’ by instinct" (1986: 12; my emphasis). Recalling earlier discussion of the history
of the body, it has already been suggested that maternal instinct does not necessarily
come natufally, simply through possession of female anatomy (Badinter, 1981).
However, it is this very myth of maternal instinct that seems to underpin more deeply
held notions of femininity and expected maternal behaviour in contemporary erstern
society. Women's desire to have and nurture children has become “scientifically”
substantiated on the basis of it being instinct, or a "biological imperative," effectively
obfuscating the reality that women are socialised into wanting children (Nicolson,
1993: 208).

Rich boldly outlines the institutionalised sacred space produced by idealised

myths of motherhood, a space that remains under male control and thus fails to
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support women's experience of subjectiﬁtyf She shows how psychoanalytic theory,
for instance, articulates the mother-child relationshfp as the drama of the child, as
though the mother were purely incidental. It is only mothers who are begihning to
speak for themselves who can articulate how this exclusive focus’ on the child affects
the mother's sense of self (Suleimaﬁ, 1985: 356). The maternal body and motherhood,
for Ri’ch, is clearly an embodied sacred space that is contested ﬁth regard to
ownership and control. Furthermore, I would argue that her theory points to a
mother's state of exile from, as well as imprisonment in, her own body (whether it is
truly her own being the case in point)f "In the most fundamental and bewildering of
contradictions, it [institutionalised motherhood] hao alienated women from our bodies
by incarcerating us in them" (1986; 13). This, unexpectedly, identifies yet another
~ paradox inherent in women's reality.

In the western world over the last two centuﬁos, niotherhood and the maternal
body indeed became contested terrain in a burgeoning politics of the female body and
reproduction (Arnup, Lévesque and Pierson, 1990: xiii)). Discourses of motherhood
were both politically and religiously generated, addressing such problems as fertility
and birth control in the name of public health and welfaxe and population control. A
néwly emergiﬁg ideology of motherhood shifted women's control over their own
bodies and reproduction to the realm of professional medical experts. The process of
"medicalisation" of childbirth, for example, dislodged the process of gestation and
childbirth away from the active agency of the woman herself and the supportive role
of midwives and relocated it undor the supérvision of male-dondnated.gynaecology

and obstetrics. The alienation of women from their bodies, therefore, was well under
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way in Victorian times, engendering a contradictory idéology of motherhood that has

been perpetuated through the twentieth century:

For all the Victorian era's talk of 'the matevrnalvinstincf', the nineteenth
century firmly established the belief in women's need to be educated
for motherhood. In the evolving ideology of mothefhood, the rearing
of babies and children was held to be the ‘natural' task of mothers in
the home at the same time as they were regarded as requiring training
fo carry out this assignmeht.'The proliferafing literature on child care
contributed to the developing 'professiona]iiatioq' or 'vocationalization'
of motherhood duriﬁg the nineteenth aﬁd twentieth centuries. (Arnup,

Lévesque and Pierson, 1990: xix)

As a result, "natural“'mothe_rs were at one and the same time "ignorant" ﬁmthers who
required’thé corrective intervention of male expertise. Such medical and scientific
- claims to knowledge of women'hasv come to permeaté modern understanding of
women and vmotherhoo‘d, to the extént that mothers have become inclined to
internalise the e_xpeéltations and stressés of motherhood- as their own "inadequacies"
(Nicolson, 1993: 204).

Motherhood, then, became an institutional space in which mothe;s themselves
- who should surely be the central actors - were in fact marginalised. Their
contfadictofy and periphieral p'ositi‘on, as Arnup, Lévesque and Pierson point out, was
pafticularly felt by women who were already socially marginalised by class, race or

ethnicity (1990: xiii). Within the western patriarchal family itself, the cultural -myth_of



145

the "ideal mother" has been perpetuated by the equally assumed expectation that a
married woman will have children (Leira and Kn'ps, 1993: 90). Recalling Freud's
originary myth and Lévi-Strauss's strdc'tu’ral theory of kinship systems, I would
suggest that a married woman who does not want to have children poses a threat to
the foundations of patriarchy itself. The cultural myth of an inextricable bond between
man‘iage and motherhood, for women, according to Leira and Krips, is deeply
ingrained in the "collective unconscious" of western patriarchal culture.

Motherhood, therefore, signifies a married woman's vaiue in western,
patriarchal society and culture and even, as Coppelia Kahn suggests, exoneratesv
woman from "Eve's crime": "The mother's assumed capacity for unconditional love,
uncontaminated by self-interest and anger, nlakes her sacred; her painin chiidbirth,
her self-sacrifice in childraisng purify her sexuality" (Kahn, 1985: 78). Simultaneously,
however, a mother lacks authority or power, forin the very same culture the female is
subordinate to the male, a gendered pattern that is reinforced in the system of
marriage and further validated by the expected role of the woman to bear and nurture
children. And so yet another "double bind" ensues, where marriage and motherhood
afford a woman "cultural dignity and reépect while simultaneously providing the
validation of her subordination" (Leira and Kn'ps, 1991).

The contradiotions residing in the space of mother and motherhood appear to
be nianifold. This in itself has been enough to ensure that feminist theory has not
ignored the dangers of f'matemal essentialism" and the question raised by Ann Snitow,
for example, of "how special do we want mothering to be?" (1992: 42). Crucial to
women's recovery of ownership of their own oodies and expanding reproductive

choices is, as S_nitow advocates, for feminist theory to address the imagining of "a full
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and deeply meaningful life without motherhood, without children" as well as the
. already extensive attention to recovering mothers' previously silenced voices
(1992:33).

To return to an earlier point regarding differences among women, the
ideological norms and expectations of the institution in which mothering occurs
inevitably varies historically and cross-culturally. As mentioned above, factors such as
race and class often serve to alienate women who are mothers even further from their
own bodies and experience of subjectivity and from access to power. But, on the
other hand, Rich points to the potential of a womanfs fndividual experience of the fact
of embodiment and sexuality - including childb‘ibrth and rﬁothering -asa resource for
building an autonomous human identity and sense of .agency that does not depend on
patriarchal institutions of heterosexuality and motherhood. Referring to her own
experience once again, Rich emphasises that it is the inét‘itution of motherhood - the
socially constructed and instifutionalised "sacred -calling" - é.nd ﬁot the fact of
motherhood itself that had alienated her from her body and spirit (1986: 39).

Nonetheless, vmatemal ideology in western society undoubtedly remains
.embedded in the institutional norm of the patriarchal family and heterosexuality and
their assumed naturalness. This implies a robust myth of motherhood which has
persisted even though the realities of modern life show that “motheriné" frequently
does not occur in the "norrnal;' patriarchal family structure of fathér-mother-children.
As Paula Nicolson points out, the "traditional nuclear family unit" is as much a myth
as the myth of maternal instinct and ideal motherhood (1993: 206-7). But maternal

‘ideology has not escaped feminist challenge: "The influence of feminism has meant
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that women no blonger have to see motherhood, heterosexuality and marriage as the
only possible lifestyle" (Nicolson, 1993: 222).?

Adrienne Rich's later work, as an instructive example, extends feminist
interpretations of female Sexuality and the body from matemnal embodied experience
to lesbian experience in the context of western p#tn'atchal society's heterosexual
imberative (1993). Her exposition of "lesbian existence" not only challenges the
assumption that women are innately heterosexual, but also aims to be potentially
liberating for all women. As a lesbian feminist, Rich advocates pushing "beyond the
limits of white and middle-class Western Women's Studies to examine women's lives,
work, and groupings within every racial, ethnic, aﬁd political structure" (1993: 173).
In any event, her writing can be applied fo rescuing feminist theory from an
esséntialism that generalises women's experience, so that both theory and practice of
feminist resistance might rec;over the body - "fo think througiw the body" - and, at the
same time, accommodate difference. Although differences among worﬁen such as
class, race, ethnicity, occupation, sexual orientation, and so on should never be
ignored, Rich argues that most women experience the body as a fundamental .problem.
The body, therefore, arguably persists as a pivotal point for any feminist theorising

concerning women's lived experience under patriarchy (1986: 283).

? Although I have specifically chosen to focus on images of the mother in this thesis, it has not in any
way been my intention to imply that "motherhood” defines women. My aim is more to loosen the
confinement of women's identity to disempowering and oppressive "sacred" images of the mother
and motherhood. For a focus on analysis of the position of women who are not mothers, see Mardy
S. Ireland's Reconceiving Women: Separating Motherhood from Female Identity (1993). This
pioneering research and analysis of "'childless' women's place in theory beyond the parameters of
deviance," particularly in the context of psychoanalytic theory, is extremely valuable for extending
feminist attention to difference among women,
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53 PSYCHOANALYTIC FEMINISM, THE BODY, AND THE PREOEDIPAL

MOTHER

Psychoanalytic feminism aims to review and reinterpret Freudian and post-
Freudian theory in the conviction that the roots of women's oﬁpression are deeply
embedded in the psyche (Tong, 1989: 5). Feminist visioné of the body and sexuality,
the mother, and motherhood are core issues for the psychoanalytic femihist project of
developing a critical theory of .gender. In her work on the contribution Vof ,
psychoanalytic feminist writers to moral philosophy, Subjection and Subjectivity
(1994), Diana Meyers, for example, points to the rich resources of whét she calls
“dissident speech” embedded in psychoanalytic ferrﬁnism (72). Meyers uses “dissident
speech” in plac; of the term “heretical ethics”‘or “herethics” used by psychoanalytic |
feminist, Julia Kristeva, in reference to aesthetic practices, such as writing, through.
which “nonconscious materials” are figuratively articulated. Psychoanalysis, says
Meyers, is included as one of those aesthetic practices, or exarﬁples of dissident
speech, that provide a locus for moral reﬂeétion (1994: 58-59). In the case of
psychoanalytic feminism, fhe pﬁrsuit of critiéal reflection on gendered power rélations
and androcentric constructions of gender is suﬁported by the “narratives of childhood
development ﬁ‘amed as mythic dramas” offered by psychoanalysis, which, in turn,
provides “a particularly compelling framework for dissident speech” (1994: 72).
Meyers thus ascribes the “scope of myth” to psyﬁhoanaly"tic feminist narratives,
suggesting that ;‘the exoticism of thése couterfigurations intrudes on and upsets
ingfained thought pattems” (1994: 91). This, I would argue, is evident in
psychoanalytic feminist writers’ vast body of “dissident speech” devoted to analysis of

the maternal body as a politically and religiously contested sacred site. Furthermore,
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the ways in which psychoanalysis has supported the institutionalisation of motherhood
and sacralised the practice of mothering are also contested within the psychoanalytic-
feminist framework. The theory generated by psychoanalytic feminist writers,

- therefore, has pivotal significance for the concerns of this thesis.

Recovering the Body

Naomi Goldenberg's work in the field of psychology of religion (1977; 1979;

1989; 1993) particularly addresses the problem of the body in relation to women's

experience. Finding that human embodiment is not adequately addressed and is even

denied in western religion, Goldenberg tumns to Freudian and post-Freudian object
relations theory for explanation of the central part played by the body in the
construction of the psyche and human identity. Psychoanalysis, she argues, has a
speCial ability to connect us with our bodies, since in analysis "language becomes
embodied when it resonates witkh desires, hopes, and fears for past and present"

(1993: 3). She critiques western, patriarchal religious and Enlightenment humanistic\

thought (inchiding Jung's theory of transcendent, disembodied archetypes) which
continues to disparage the body as inferior and associated with the femininke, but
glorifies the mind and ;v»oul as superior, transcendent, and consistently associated with
the masculine (1989: 244-55).

Goldenberg, therefore, does not focus on a biological fenﬁﬁirﬁty that
constitutes an essential "woman" but, instead, looks to psychoanalytic theory as a
resource for transforming "anti-body" religious and philosophical thought which is
simultaneously misogynist. Neither is it suggested that women, too, should abandon

the body in favour of transcending it, since Goldenberg more radically seeks to
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explain why only women are associated with the body and "why we [both women and
| men] flee our bodies in the first place” (1989: 248). Acceptance of corporeality and
mortality, she argues, could be the crux of a new philosophy and theology that will
not oppress women and destroy the earth. The theme drawn out by Goldenberg's
work is one where women's sexuality and the maternal, reproductive bodsl are
associated as much with death as with birth. Furthermore, the neurotic evasion and
repression of the human fact of embodiment and mortality has become accepted as
ﬁormal in western society and culture and is reproduced in society’s'repression of
women's subjectivity. Cﬁtique and transformation of this theme pervades much of
psychoana]ytic feminist analysi§ of patriarchal socie'ty and androcentric philosophy, in

an effort to recover female, and specifically maternal, subjectivity and desire.

Recovering the Preoedipal Mother

Other feminist writers such» as Dorothy Dinnerstein (1976) and Nancy
Chodorow (1978) argue that analysis of womah's role as mother is essential to any
understanding of the historical and social construction of gender (Elliot, 1991: 99).
Engaging with Freud's psychbanalysis, and more specifically following the path taken
by object relations theory, their work remains of major significance in the field of
psychoanalytic feminist analysis which shifts the focus from the pat;md to the
maternal. For both Dinnerstein and Chodorow, probing the meaning of preoedipal
relations between mother and child in western patriarchal society is the primary
concern. Dinherstein's work focuses on the maternal body and critique of "sexual
arrangements” between men and women that are assumed to be natural, in a quest to

explain why it is women who are associated with the body and why they are blamed
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for humanity's fear of mortality. Chodorow's psychoanalytic framework is
underpinned by analysis of the institution of motherhood, rather than the body, with
particular focus on the relational aspects of the mother-daughter bond to explain why
it is always women who mother. Both writers critically analyse the spurious stability
and naturalness of parenting arrangements under patriarchy that form the very basis of
psychoanalytic theory of human sexuality and gender, and both advocate the
disruption and change of those arrangements.

The theoretical innovations forged by Dinnerstein and Chodorow have been
subject to criticism from more recent feminist writers in terms, once more, of their
lack of attention to difference among women. Wriiing in the middle-class, American
wave of radical and socialist feminism in Athe late 1970s, heterosexuality and
conventional, middle-class family structure are often assumed, and their critique and
proposed alternatives, too, remain within those boundaries. Although the structure of
the middle-class patriarchal family are definitively challenged, the accepted status of
the nuclear family as the norm and the effects of an overarching heterosexual
imperative are overlooked (Elliot, 1991: 107; 144). Howe;/er, in her most recent
work, Femininities, Masculinities, Sexualities (1994), Chodorow turns her attention
to these very problems residing in the differences of culture, race, ethnicity, class, and
sexual choice. But in any event, the insights found in both Dinnerstein's and
Chodorow's earlier work about the position of and attitudes towards the mother, are
invaluable for investigating how the maternal body and motherhood have been defined
as sacred space and what.the consequences of this sanctification have been for

women.
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In The Mermaid and the( Minatou}.' Sexual Arrangements and Human
Malaise (1976) Dinnerstein explores "sexual arrangements" which represent sbciety’s
division of gender roles and men and women's collusion in maintainiﬁg the symbiotic
relations and psychological interdependence such a division entails. Her project is to
challenge the assumption that male-female arrangements are “"natural" and to trace the
connection between those arrangements and "human malaise," which she defines as
the "normal psychopathology" pervading modern human culture. It is a pathology, she
argues, that is far from benign, since it has taken on a malignant evolution which has
been "shaping our species' stance toward itself and nature, a pathology whose chance
of killing us off quite soon, if we cannot managé fo outgrow it first, are very good
indeed" (1976: 4). Dinnerstein, before quder;berg, had detected thé link between
misogyny and humanity's race towards self-destruction and devastation of the natural
world.

With regard to  locating women's maternal role in these gendered
arrangements, Dinnerstein addresses both the idealisation and denigration of the
mother, probing the perceptioné of her association with fullness and loss; love and
hate; authority and submissioh; in short, "the pain of life and the fearfof death”
(1976: 34). The ambiguities of these pefceptions have nevertheless generated an
exaltation of mothérhood where the early mother-child bond is felt to be fundamental,
universal, immutable, and truly saqred. Dinnerstein furiher argues that the idealised
human mother is a representation of "Mother Nature," a metaphor for our essentially
ambivalent relations with the natural world. The mother, like nature, is the source not

only of our "ultimate joy," but also of our "ultimate distress."
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Dinnerstein powerfully po'rtrays' the preoedipal stage as fraught with
contradictory emotions such as love and haté, envy‘ and gratitude,'whefe the infant
learns the "mystical joys and the humiliating constraints of carnality." Since this
"carnal ambivalence" of early childhood is consistently experienced under female
auspices, bonded to the maternal body which cannot ever perfectly fulfil infant desires,
the all-powerful, all-loving mother is tainted with imperfection and becomes despised
- the "dirty goddess,"‘in Dinnerstein's terms (1976: 124-59). Consequently, women in
general are tainted by the ambiguities of the flesh, as we later learn of the body’s
transience and our own unavoidable mortality. In Dinnerstein's hands, I would argue,
Winnicott's good-endugh mother takes on an aurﬁ of wish-fulfilling fantasy, for her
vision of the mother is closer to Lacan's (m)Other, the site of eternally unfulfilled
desire.

~ Male rejection of the body affirms the human impulse towards immortality and
"the human yearning toward a truth beyond the flesh" (1976: 210). It is thé early,
indelible connection of the embodied mother with the shortcomings of the flesh that
reinforce men's dominance in‘ the rﬁaking of history and culture, in opposition to
corporeality and nature. Both women and men, according to Dinnerstein, seem to
collude in the view that woman's connections with the body disqualify her from any
communal project of culture beyond the flesh, established as the domain of men.

Dinnerstein does not intend to deny that women are oppressed by men in
patriarchal society as a result of this dynamic, but she does examinc;. aspects of the
balance of power between women and men that encbqrage women's collusion in
assumed gender roles. She strongly argﬁes that radically diﬁ'e‘rent sexual arrangements

are required, envisioning a real form of shared early parenting where it is not only the
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mother who represents and embodies the ambivalences of the flesh for the infant and /
young child. Only then 'xﬁight ‘we overcome our later disﬁppointments with corporeal
existence in a more humane way that ceases to blame women and to deny the body

and nature. And only then, morevover, might our neurotic adher-ence to a patﬁ of
global self-déstruction be averted and healed.

Dinnerstein's project identifies the maternal body and the sacredness of the
preoedipal mother as the source of what Freud, much earlier, called human
civilisation’s disc;ontents. But she analyses these perceptions of the feminine and the
mother, which are assumed to be essential and natural, as social constructions that
keep gender relations and mﬁsculinist powér in place. These social constrgctions are,
nevertheless, engenderedvby very real and deep psychological processes which are
embedded in the experience of the mbther-infant relationship that shapes ‘self-id'entity.
I would argue that Dinnerstein's approach moves tgwards de-sacralising the mother
and motherhood, by suggesting that human reprodgction is not an exclusively female
process that has to be shrouded in some kind of sacred mystery; and neither does the
preoedipal pei‘iod have to be a sacrosanct realm of the feminine, presided over by the 1
all-pow‘erﬁxl mofher. Such a scenario disrupts the foundation of the psychoanalytic &
process that at once sanctifies and rejects the mother and the feminine in order to
direct the individual on the path to the world of the father and the sqciosymbolic
order. Ironically, then, it is only when the mate-mal body and motherhood lose théir
sacred and inviolate power that women will expeﬁence being fullyA aclclowledged,

integrated, and whole human beings. Dinnerstein concludes:
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When woman's lone dominion over the early flesh is abolished, she will
no longer be peculiarly available as a dirty goddess, as scapegoat-idol,
a quasi-human being toward whom we have no obligation to make the

painful effort to see her Steadily and see her whole. (1976: 155)

Chodorow's point of departure is that women mother and "women come to
mother because théy have been mothered by women" (1978:211). Even if the
biological mother does not parent, it is even then consistently a woman who takes on
the task. Women's mothering, argues Chodorow, "is one of the few universal and
enduring elements of the sexual division of labour" fhat cuts across differences of age,
class, and race (1978:5). In The Reproduction of Mothering (1978) Chodorow
specifically explores how the structure of parenting reproduces itself in the context of
the social organisation of gender and family structure that has been produced and
reproduced in the history of western, capitalist societies.

Arguing tﬁat physiological female capacities and a mythical "maternal instinct" g;%iﬁf
can no .longer be exploited to explain why women continue to mother, Chodorow; : %g: !
further realises that social and psychological theories of socialisation, learning, and AI{QN
behaviour cannot adequately explain the reproduction of the social organisation of
gender differentiation in western society (1978: 13-38). She therefore explores the
perpetuation of a certain structure of social relations at the deeper level of the psyche
and pérsonality development. The more fundamental origins and reproduction of
deeply embedded psychological capacities associated with women (who rhother) and
men (who do not) need to be uncovered. Socialisation of gender roles in society, says

 Chodorow "are transmitted in and through those personalities produced by the
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structure of the institution - the family - in which children become gendered members
of society" (1978: 39). Central to her line of argument is that women's mothering
capacities are built into the feminine psychic structure through deep psychological
internalisation induced by a certain social structure. Her explication of why women
mother implies an eternal cycle driven by the reciprocal relationship between social
and psychic systems.

Chodorow follows Freudian psychoanalytic principles, most specifically the
oedipal process, to explain why, eventually, both boys and girls turn away from the
bond with their mothers to become autonomous adult women and men (1978: 82).
But it is object relations theory that essentially infovrms Chodorow's theoretical work,
in its emphasis on the differential object-relafional experiences of boys and girls and
the subéequent ways these different experiences are internalised. In her later writing
Chodorow reaffirms this approach as central to her theory, explaining that gender
relations and men's dominance over women.are based on the fact that "through
relation to their mother, women develop a self-in-relatipn, men a self that denies
relatedness“ (1989: 15). Long before the Oedipus complex, it is early relations
between mother and son, and mother and daughter, rooted as they are in his_torica.lly
established social and family structures of patriarchy, that psychologically produce the
appropriate "feminine" and "masculine" personalities. The mother urges her son
towards sep'arati_on and the development of a less relational and emotionally-based
personality structure that prepares him for the external, male-dominated world. But
her relationship with her daughter, to a greater extent, remains merged, perpetuating a
relational and emotional bond that softens the boundaries betweeh the mother and the

child as "other."
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For the girl, aécording to Chodorow, there is no easy and straightforward
oedipal resolution in turning to her father, for even so, she "never gives up her mother
as an internal or external love object, even if she ‘does become heterosexual”
(1978: 127). Chodorow emphasises the psychodyﬁamic influences of the conventional
patriarchal family situation and argues that most girls do become heterosexual.
Nevertheless, Chodorow insists that girls do not abandon their mothers as love
objects and neither do they perceive themselves as castrated (Kahn, 1985: 75). In her
most recent work, Chodorow in fact reveals that Freud himself states that the Oedipus
complex is not so absolute in a girl as in a boy and, therefore, "the puzzling questic;n
of why she [the daughter] ever gives up her attachment to her mother emerges”

- (1994: 9). Chodorow further states, quite unequivocally, that

Girls cannot and do nof "reject" their mother and women in favor of
their father and men, but remain in a ‘bisexual triangle throughout
childhood and into puberty. They usually make a sexual resolution in
favor of men and their father, but retain an internal emotional triangle.

(1978: 140.)

The internalisation of this relational bond engenders more permeable ego boundaries
in the girl and a consequently more relational and nurturing "feminine" personality. In
a sense, the mother reproduces herself in her daughter - for good or bad -
contextualized in and reinforced by a social structure that induces an unending cycle

of mothering.
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Chodorow points to the development of a matérnal omnipotence, on the one
hand, as a danger to her own and her child's autonomous sélf-identity; and on the
‘ O

other, to an uncritical assumption of women's unique self-sacrificing qualities. She @ ﬁ’ :
also identifies an exclusively female space linking mother and daughter that produces W*’ ilf
. ‘ Q{fﬂﬁw

and reproduces mothering. Like Dinnerstein, she advocates shared and equal

parenting from the outset as one way of disrupting a socially contextualized and

gendered psychological process that supports the conventional sexual division of

labour and the oppression of women:

My expectation is tﬁa;t equal parenting wbuld leave people of both
gendei‘s with the positive capacitiesv each has, but without the S@
destfuctive extremes these currently tend toward. Anyone who has éf W \jﬁ(ﬂ
good primary relationships has the foundation for nurturance and love, g

and women would retain these .even as men would gain them...

People's sex choices might become more flexible, less desperate.

(1978: 218)

The thrust of Chodorow's theorising is aimed to disrupt a construction of
stereotypical feminine and masculine psychic structures that produce men who
denigrate femininity and deny female subjectivity in order to maintain their own
dominance of the socio-political sphere of life. Therefore Chodorow examines the
profound psychological causes of "male fear and objectification of women, the casting
of woman as other, and the refusal to accord subjectivity to mothers" ( i989: 14). Her

analysis most definitively points to the deeper psychological effects of the sacrosanct
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social institution of motherhood and fhe sacred, but fundamentally ambivalent and
flawed image of the omnipotent and self-sacrificing mother. Male preoedipal
experience of love for the mother, it would appear, is threatening to their gender and
generates polarised respoﬁées that "in one breath idealize that love and in the next call
it deceitful and seductive" (Kahn, 1985: 85). It is an image of maternal love that is
internally conflictual, simultaneously inspiring fear of engulfment, dependence, and
passivity on the one hand, and on the other, an unending experience of loss and
yearning for return to the imagined source of comfort and security in that
undifferentiated bond.

Both Dinnerstein and Chodorow ask why the origins of the profoundly
complex and polarised psychological consequences of such deeply felt emotions are
unfailingly located in a feminine and, more specifically, maternal space. One solution,
they both conclude, is a radical change in the gendered construction of parenting roles
which would transform the psychological process generated by the preoedipal
relations between parent and child. It has been argued thaf their approach perhaps
does not take'adequate note of "same sex bonding" between daughters and peer§ and
other adult-fema]e role models. Alternative feminine identification, if strong enough,
might a]iow a daughter "to separate from her mother without having to rely on a
heterosexual erotic connection with the father to achieve this" (Ferguson, 1989: 42).
More critically, Diana Meyers argues that coparenting as a solutioﬁ for the women's
subordination can as easily lead to children acquiring the wealmgsses of both parents,
rather than the strengths of male and female influences as Chodorow predicts.
Furthermore, she wonders if there is any reason "to predict that coparented children

will be any better off in virtue of having acquired the strengths, without the
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weaknesses, of each parent," since the parents' "sharply dichotomized strengths," as
described by Chodorow, may just as likely lead to confused coparented children
(Meyers, 1992: 153-4).* Similarly, Jane Flax stresses the determining power of the
internal psychic experience of splitting inherent in all human beings, suggesting that
both Dinnerstein and Chodorow might be "too naive and optimistic about the benefits
and consequences of coparenting” (1990: 168).

However, I would argue that the theoretical work of feminists such as Rich,
Goldenberg, Dinnerstein, and Chodorow not only subvert psychoanalytic theory's
psychology of the maternal, but they also disrupt older, more deeply entrenched
representations of the feminine and the bbdy embedded in western philosophical
thought. Proposals for changing matema;l practice and social constructions of
motherhood that have become fixed within the structure of patriarchal gender
relations constitute a significant and integral part of this feminist subversion. Clearly,
these writers have at the very least shown that ideas of the matemal body and
motherhood as natural, sacred, and immutable (in the sense of a substantial definition
of the sacred), find their origins in western patriarchal philosophy, theology, and
psychology. I would therefore argue that these notions of the matemal are fantasies
shaping a humanly-constructed and contested sacred space. In other words, these

fantasies have provoked a politics of sacred space that has conceptualised, reified, and

fundamentally critiques psychoanalytic feminism as a whole. She argues that this theoretical |
approach cannot hope to reinstate women's agency, since by its very nature it has to adhere to
Freud's already gendered psychological forces (that is, boys' and girls' fundamentally differentiated
experiences of the castration complex) that are claimed to drive feminine and masculine
development (pp. 152-3). In Meyers' view, psychoanalytic feminism can only act as a barometer - /
albeit an invaluable instrument - of women's agency and the tenacious role of gender in
perpetuating women's subordination (p. 158). In short, the Freudian assumption that determining
psychic forces are gendered needs to be challenged by a far-reaching reformulation of
psychoanalytic feminism’s account of those psychic forces.

4 Meyers' essay “Subversion of Women's Agency in Psychoanalytic Feminism” (1992) n;orel
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colonised maternal space; that has been supported by both men and women's collusion
with ideas of the naturalness and substantial sacredness of an essential maternal
“instinct" and the self-sacrificing mother; and that has been contested by a feminist
consciousness and critique which aims to recover the subjectivity and agency of
mothers in their experienced reality.

To sum up, the above feminist analyses of images of the hother arguably
illuminate two cardinal constituents of a politics of sacred space, namely, contested

Pl
ownership and exile. First, the question of who really owns the maternal body and

female, but does it belong to women? Arguing that this is far from the reality of
women's experience of motherhood, theorists such as Rich, Goldenberg, and
Dinnerstein contest possession of the maternal body by initiating a recovery of the

body itself, along with its inexorable vulnerability and mortality, as a corporeal space

|

§

both women and men need to revalorise and acknowledge as important. As Kahn |

points out, they challenge the conception of woman's body as "the 'carnal scapegoat'
for our fears of the flesh and mortality, or the idol in which we try to recreate our lost
union with mofher-as-ﬂesh" (1985: 77). Furthermore, Dinnerstein's and Chodorow's
advocacy of equal female and male responsibility and participation in parenting
arrangements envisions a radical expansion of the boundaries of maternal space
beyond an exclusively female realm and beyond disparaging conceptions of the
feminine and the mother.

" Second, and finally, the sacred space of the mother itself is unveiled in all its
contradictions and ambiguities, revealing that it is not only constructed by western,

androcentric ideas and practices, and contested by feminist ones, but that it is also
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internally polarised. Fer the son or daughter, maternal space seems to evoke an
experience of both love and fear when situated within it and of denial, loss, and
menrning when separated from it - in other words, a sense of dislocation and exile.
Motherhood, too, is not a simple or unitary experience, for the woman as mother is
still herself but also takes on all the roles and reSponsibilities involved in being
"mother" (Nicolson, 1993: 207). Under patriarchy, the "sacred calling" of motherhood
frequenﬂy signifies a terrain of intensely contradictory physiological, psychological,
and emotional experiences that may elicit profound feelings of dislocation and
alienation from her famiiiar self, producing a denial or fergetting of her multiple
subjectivity. In relating feminist theory and praxis te women's lived reality, Jane Flax

incisively and accurately comments:

If women might say what they want of the maternal, it could be that
we do not want to confront its limits and ambiguities... Maternity is
not an essence, nor does it exhaust categories of woman or the

feminine. Contemporary Western cultures glorify, denigrate and isolate.

this status... Yet, motherhood is not an exclusionary state... it does not [ M@\M

(;b
transport: anyone into a unique form of being. We go on hating, 4/
1

thmkmg, etc., as mothers and otherwise. (1993: 153) 'j?

Again, the question that comes to mind is, how special (or sacred?) do we

want mothering to be in the whole picture of life, given that it embodies such painful

paradoxes and seems often to limit women's own consciousness of their power to be

determining agents in their own lives? Yet, on the other hand, could there be a place

np,
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fdr feminist renewal and repossession of this maternal sacred space as an autonomous
and separate feminine territory which would sefvé as a metaphor for‘recovering
women‘s experience of agency and power? In the next chapter, therefore, the fheories
of French feminist writers Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva will be examined, since
they follow a post-Lacanian, postmodernist approach to psychoanalytic theory that
seeks to recover the voice of the feminine and altematiﬂfe images of maternal
subjectivity. The possibilities for transforming the embodied sacred space of the
mother will then be explored, focusing on Jessica Benjamin's and Madelon

| Sprengnether's reinterbretations of psychoanalytic theory of gender.
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CHAPTER SIX: MATERNAL SACRED SPACE

6.1 WRITING MATERNAL SACRED SPACE
French feminist writers and psychoanalysts Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva
arguably move towards an interpretation 6f maternal sacred space that is underpinned
by a postmodemist‘understanding of the "emptiness" of the category of "woman" in
western philosophy aﬁd psychoanalysis (Berry, 1992:251). Their work includes
deconstructive analyses of Freud's biologically based theories of sexuality and
femininity, adhéring to Lacan's emphasis on the centrality of the sexualised sﬁbject and
the primacy of language ih psychosocial life. Howe\}er, Irigaray and Kristeva also seek
to disrupt Lacaniah discourse in order to’lredeem the 5igniﬁcance of the maternal
metaphor in a reality that is produced by pafema] language and androcentric symbolic
representation. Finding that in Lacan's patriarchal Symbolic, too, feminine and
maternal subjectivity is denied and relegated to thé Imaginary and the position of
"other," Irigaray and Kristeva - albeit iﬁ different ways - experiment wi£h alternative
modes of expressing the feminine and the maternal body. These two writers therefore
give clarity of purpose to the practice of dissident speech discussed earlier, in their
refigurations of women’s “nonconséious materials”and their creation of new models
for a feminist ethics (see Meyers, 1994: 58-59). The work of both these authors of
- écriture Sféminine, 1 would argué, aims to redress the underlying repre/svsionr of
maternal subjectivity and creativity inherent in psychoanalytic theory that Suleiman,
for example, identifies as an zisSumption that "Mothers don't write, they are written"

(1985: 356).
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Luce Irigaray

To begin with Luce Irigaray, it can be arguéd that her wbrk‘ rests on the stance
that women:and men, femininity and masculinity, are different, an assumption ’that has
"been open to attack from some feminist theorists for its allegedb biological
essentialism. However, Irigaray seeks to forge a new theory of sexual difference that
will reappropriate female and maternal sexu'ality and recover an avenue for feminine
expression and women's equal, but different, participation in society and culture. She
therefore bases her approach on the assertion that an éntirely new ethics, based on the

acknowledgement of sexual difference, is required:

Women's exploitation is based on sexual difference; its solution will
come only. through sexual dffference.,. It is duite simply a matter of
social justice to baiance out this power of the one sex c;ver the other by
giving, or giving back,‘ cultural values to female sexuality... Equality
between men and women cannot be achieved without a theory of
gender as séied and a rewriting of the right’s‘ and obligations of each

sex, qua different, in social rights and obligations, (1993a: 12)

Nonetheless, Irigaray's vision of a new ethics of sexuajity is not an exclusive one, but
“aspires to liberate social, culfural, and religious life from the power of one gender
over the other. Love, she insists, can only exist between two parties in a relationship
of equal standing. For Irigaray, then, this "requires that the rights of both male and

female be written into the legal code... to convert individual morality into collective
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~ethics" (1993b: 4). Shé visualises, even further, that transformation of civil law will
extend to a new respect for natural law.

Like Goldenberg, Dinnerstein, and Rich, among others, Irigaray assdciates
patriarchy's denigration of the ferﬁinine with its race towards destruction of human life
and the earth's fertility. Again, like other feminist Writers, she locates the origins of
this fight against nature in thé patriarchal order's privileging of "hypothetical worlds"
beyond this world, such as the "after-life," rathef tﬁan valuing the world we have. But,
since we are able to identify and interpret these limitations of the patriarchal order,
AIn’garay believes that patriarchy “cannot mark the end of Histbry" and our task of
securing social justice and saving our natural resources must be possible (1993: 27).

More spéciﬁcally in relation to the psychoanalytic paradigm, Irigaray's reading
of Freud further emphasises his lack of attention to the reality of sexual difference, as
explicated in séction one, "The Blind Spot of an Old Dream of VSymmetry," of
Irigaray’s major work Speculum of the Other Woman (1985a). Freud's theory of
gender eﬁ'ecﬁvely represses the sexual 'signiﬁcance of the preoedipz;l mother-child
relationship and essentially denies the existence of sexual difference before the oedipal
stage. Until she recognises her state of "castration," the little girl's. sexuality is
~ presumed to be phallic, or masculine - in other words; she has no sex of her own, she
is a "little man" - and her later attainment of femininity, acc’ording to Freud, rests on
“penis efnvy"’ and becoming the passive object of male desire. Likewise, Lécafl's
banishment of the preoedipal mother to the Imaginary, which he devalues, and his
depiction of woman as "empty" and even non-existent in his pﬁvileged symbolic

order, are challenged.
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In short, Irigaray indicts psychoanalytic discourse's assumption that "woman
lives her own desire only as the expectation that she may at last come to possess the
equivalent of the male organ," a discourse that normalises phallocentric patriarchy and
denies women's dwn sexuality and desire (Irigaray, 1985b: 24). Woman, she points
out, is characfen‘sed as a "hole" (frou) with no potential for appropriate symbolic
expression in an order where the phallus is the ultimate signifier. Woman, moreover,
functions in a masculine libidinal economy as a blank mirror that reflects the masculine
and assures men of their primacy and validity. In other words, boys' fear of castration
is mirrored in the "reality” of the girl's lack, but the notion of her later "penis envy;'
then serves to reassure males that they possess so.methingr of worth. Thus, they are
comforted in their male anguish (Nye, 1988: 156-1). |

For Irigaray, then,A woman must be more than simply defined by lack in
contrast to male possession of the phallus; she must be more than simply the object of
man's desire, always dependent on him for her pleasure; woman's desire and
jbuissanée should be represented for itself in a symbolic order of language.
Consequently, she sets out tb restore an authentic subjectivity and sexuality for
women through radical disruption of the phallogocentric discourse that suffuses
Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis and western philosophy. As Andrea Nye puts
it, Irigaray "initiated a new kind of confrontation between the woman reader/thinker
and her 'masters" in Speculum of the Other Woman (Nye, 1988: 149). First submitted
as her doctoral thesis, it v&as this text, in fact, thaf earned Irigaray's expulsion from
Lacan's (the "master" himself) Ecole Freudienne (Sarup, 1992: 135). It is in this text,

too, that Irigaray advocates working towards an exclusively feminine linguistic
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practice, an expressive voice that has long been denied women, by turning rational,

phallocentric discourse on its head and recovering a voice:

Turn everything upside down, inside out, back to front. Rack it with
radical convulsions, carry back, reimport, tﬁdse crises that her "body"
suffers in her impotence té say what bothers her... Overthrow syntax
by suspending its eternally teleclogical order, by snipping the wires,
cutting the current... by the intervention at times of short-circuits that
will disperse, diffract, deflect endlessly, making energy explode
sometimes, with no possibility of re;uming to one single origin.

(1985a: 142)

In Speculum, Irigaray develops her critique of the repression of the Imaginary
and the maternal body, not just in psychoanalytic theory but also in the western
philosophical tradition as a whole. She extends her confrontation by adopfing an
exclusively fe;ninine, poetic, and overtly erotic style of writing, more extensively
developed in the essays in This Sex Which is Not One (1985b), through which she
defines a specifically feminine alterity that stresses the primacy of women's desire. She

"! showing that women's sex organs and

compiles, as it were, an "erotic inventory
~sources of pleasure are undeniably plural: "But woman has sex organs more or less
everywhere. She finds pleasure almost anywhere... 'She' is indefinitely other in herself"

(1985b: 28). Advocating a separate female symbolic order which explicitly links

' I am indebted to Kaja Silverman's The Acoustic Mirror (1988: 143) for this term "erotic inventory."
Silverman's incisive critical analysis probes the intersection between feminism, film, and
psychoanalysis, with particular attention to the "maternal voice" in cinema. Chapter Five focuses
on Irigaray's work in relation to femininity and experimental feminist cinema.
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- language and female desire, Irigaray unhesitatingly pursues the path of speaking and
writing the body.

Irigaray's writing celebrates the autoerotic and plural characteristics of female
sexuality, where the lips of the mouth and the vulva become interchangéable.
Irrevocably bonding speech and sexuality; "Irigaray moves easily between the image
~ of the two-lipped vulva to that of the woman's lips opening and closing in speech"
(Sprengnether, 1990: 210). Women's experience of jouissance needs no mediator, for
"she 'touches h_erself‘ all the time, and moreover no one can forbid her to do so, for
her genitals are formed of two lips in continuous cdntact',' (1985b: 24). _Likewise, in
speaking, "at least when she dares; woman is constantly touching herself
(1985b: 29). Irigaray renders a violent imagé of interruption of such pleasure by the
sepal_'ation of the two lips by the "violating penis" that obliterates woman's own desire
and pleasﬁre, tﬁereby providing é graphic metaphor for the synibolic order's
o interruptibn and denial of female speech. But her poetics of the female body awakens
consciousness of a sexual desire and Jouissance - within women and between women
- that can be rescued from the phallic SymBolic and expressed in a language of the

feminine:

Between our lips, yours and mine, several voices, several ways of
speaking resound endlessly, back and forth. One is never seﬁarable‘
from the other... Kiss me. Two lips kissing two lips: Openness is ours
again. Our ;'world." And the passage from fhe inside Vout, from the
-outside in, the passage between us, is limitless. Without end. No knot

or loop, no mouth ever stops our exchanges... When you kiss me, the
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world grows so large that the horizon itself disappears. Are we
* unsatisfied? Yes, if that means we are never finished. If our pleasure
consists in moving, being moved, endlessly. Always in

motion: openness is never spent nor sated. (1985b: 290-10)

Essential to Irigaray's recovery of female subjectivity and feminine language is
her critique of Freud and Lacan's marginalisation of the 'mothet-daughter relationship
in favour of giving father and son centre stage.‘Not only‘does woman become object
of male desire, but she also, according to Freud, only attains her true femininity in her
reproductive ﬁm;tion, espécially as mother of an infant son - a son whé,‘ by all
| accounts, will eventually reject her in 'obedience to the paternal law. The
unsymbolised relationship between mother and&aughter, therefore, constitutes an
underlying' threat to the patrivarchal Symbolic. In tﬁe context of Freud's femininity,
mother and daughter represent‘, in Irigaray's words, “the dark continent of the dark
continent" (cited in Whitford, 1989: 108).

In short, Irigaray not so much works tdwards revaloﬁsing the Imaginary Qnd
the maternal body in terms of matéma] JSunction, as much-as she strives to dislodge the
pa'temal::'ahd phallocratic law of the Symbolip through restoring a geﬁea]ogy of
women, of mothers and daughters. In other words, Irigaray's project aims chiefly to
construct a female Symbolib, where 'the ‘mother-dau'ghter relationship can be
represented as a protofype for relations between women, where women are not
reduced to reproductive function. It is only thro’ugh the symbolisation of this "vertical
relati'onshi.p," problematic though it may be, that the motﬁer can also be a woman and

therefore provide a model for the daughter to separate from her and individuate as a
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woman (see Whitford, 1989: 108-21). In this context, I‘would argue, Irigaray's strives
to establish a female sacred space in which "mother," as metaphor for all women, can

assume central position as subject. For Irigaray, the maternal is a multivalent symbol:

we are all mothers just by being wo’men. We bring many things into the

world apart from children, we give birth to many things apart from

children: love, desire, language, art, social ‘things, political things, Mi ’Wl}"‘m’

religious things... We must take back this maternal creative dimension Son et

that is our birthright. (1980: 18)

The disruption of patriarchal languaéé and the Symbolic represents the
cornerstone of Irigaray's deconstruqtive work, ’and her vision of a  symbolic
repreéentation of the mother-daughter relationship and a language of the feminine
defines her reconstructive project. The lack -of smbbligation of the mofher-daughter
relation, she iﬁsists, permeates not only psychoanalysis but also western metaphysics,
myth, and religion. To redress such an ubiquitous absence and to achieve a djﬁ'erent
social order, "women need a religion, a language, and a curréncy of éxchange" of their
own (Irigaray: 1984b: 79). Contributing towards this need, Irigaray asserts that
western culture is founded not on a myth of patricide, as Freud stated in Totfem and
Tabob,,but on an original matricide, "an even more ancient murder, that of the
worﬁan-mother" (1980: 11). This statement eéhoes Jungian analyst, Erich Neumann,
who’stated unequiVocﬂly that "patriarchal culture is founded on matricide and that its
basic sacrifice is the slain mother" (see Engelsman, 1994: 35). Joan Chamberlain

Engelsman further indicates that the repression of the feminine in general, and
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maternal deities in particular, that ‘pervades patriarchal religion is based on the
banishment or murder of the mother, "while the corhpetitibn between father and son
takes center stage" (1994: 34-5).

In her paper "Body Against Body: In Relation to the Mother" (1980), Irigaray
reinterprets the myth of Clymenestra to show that patriarchy was indeed founded on
the sacrifice of the mother and her daughtelrs and human descent into madness, é
madness that psychoanalysis has attached exclusivély to women's desire (1980: 10-
13). Therefore, she asks, "when Freud talks about the father being torn apart by the
sons in the primeval horde, isn't he, out of full-scale denial and misunderstanding,
forgetting the woman who has been torn between son and father, among sons?"
(1980: 13). |

Irigaray construes the privileging of the patricidal Oedipus myth over the
" murder of the moth.er. as a metaphor for perpetuating the pfivilegiﬁg of the phallus and -
the Symbolic over the maternal body and the Imaginary. The maintenance of
patriarchy is effected by the organising power of phallus, located "at the very place
where the umbilical cord, that primal link to the mother, once gave birth to man and
woman" (1980: 14). She thereby reveals that psychoanalytic theory's .emphasis on fear
of the father's threat of castration conceals a much earlier, traumatic severance, that of
separatior.i from the mother through the cutting of the umbilical cord. In
psychoanalysis, all connection to th.e- original womb is repressed for fear of maternal
power, for fear of the "devouring monster" we have made out of thé mother, for fear
of "fusion, death, lethal sleep, if the father did not intervene to sever this
uncomfortably close link to the original matrix" (1980: 14). Therefore, it is the father's

phallus that intervenes "to master maternal power" and it is paternal law that
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constitutes the Symbo]ic and regulates human expres;sion and creativity.
Consequently, the maternal body is refused symbolic representation and the mother
and daughter (all women) must remain silent while the paternal (family) name "slips
over the body ‘like clothes, like identity tags - outside the body” (1980: 14).

Ingaray's alternative mythic metaphor for the power of the masculine over the

maternal body and the feminine in society and culture shows how the Symbolic

represents a masculine sacred space from which the feminine is exiled. This exile “isﬂ‘.‘
‘ !

further replicated in western, patriarchal religions since, in her view, these religions g
i

offer no way back to the mother and the body, only a way up "to heaven, toward the

father and his kingdom" (1980: 15). Again, the mother, as both body and eartix,_isyt.?

good enough, but must be subjugated' and controlled to hasten human transcendence
to some world beyond the one we have.

Therefore, to return to Irigaray's reconstructive project, the recovery of a
genealogy of women that symbolises the feminine inevitably involves an interweaving
of society, culture, and religion underpinned by human relationship with the divine. In

western societies, God helps man define his existence and gender by helping him to

D —

"orient his finiteness by reference to inﬁnit);r“ (1984a: 61). But ’love of God is not
mbral in itself, says Irigaray, for it merely shows the way; we need a God in order to
become, for inspiration to move forward towards humanly desired goals. Irigaray
insists that "Divinity is what we need to beckome free, autonomous, sovereigﬁ. No
human subjectivity, no human society has ever been established without the help of
the divine" (1984a: 62).

However, women are exiled from the sacred space of man's construction of a

uniquely male god. Underpinning all other needs is women's need for a god of their

'
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own, one that serves to revalorise women's subjectivity, language, and experience of
the body, one fhat values mother and daughter, fertility, and the cycles of nature. For
instance, Lacan's cbnception of a special relationship between woman's jouissance and
God permeates Irigaray's thinking, but Lacan is judged to fall short in his masculinist
positioning of woman "beyond the phallus." This kind of divinity, even if beyond the
phallus, is _still defined by the phallus, and therefore offers woman no symbolic
representation of her own. Although women have often been mystics and guardians of
religious fradition, their position has not offered them their own sacred space, their
own way to individuation and transcendence. What is it, she asks, that holds women
back from becoming "divine women"? Her answer suggests that "as long as woman
lacks a divine made in her image she cannot .establish her subjectivity or achieve a goal
of her own" (1984d: 63). Irigarﬁy, ioo, links women's jouissance andA bodily
experience to religious and mystic experience, but to oWn this sacred'spacé, "we
[women] must thereby enter further into womanhood, and not become more alien to
ourselves than we were, more in exile than we were" (1984a: 60).

To sum up, rather than contesting and attempting to transform the
phatlogocentric "sacred space" of the symbolic order, I would argue that Irigar@ ’ «
‘more definitively attempts to construct a se;ﬁarate discursive sacred space for women. W
This project is mobilised fhrough several different strategies, such as writing - or
speaking' - the female body; symbolising the mothet-daughter relationship; and
recovering the mother, not for her reproductive function that is confined to the
Imaginary, but as a metaphor for all women’s creativity. Psychoanalytic theory's
discourse of women as "(m)other" and éxtemal to phallocentric culture is, in a sense,

paradoxically confirmed in her assertion of sexual difference, but that othemess is
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endowed with a female subjectivity located in an autonomous symbolic order. As a
result, the "other" as object becomes the ';other" as subject. This kind of discourse, I
would argue, affords subjectivity to both sexes, where both can be "other" to one
another - in other words, oﬁ'ering a foundation for a new ethics and social Justice
founded on sexual difference.

In this discursive context, Irigaray's work has frequently been interpreted and
criticised by some feminists, on the one hand, as biologiCal essentialism; on the other
hand, her expression of an analogous religious or mystical feminine experience, which
in substantial terms evokes a sense of the sacred, has been further condemned for
| escaping into mysticism, thereby lacking political power and accessibility for women

in the "real world." (see Elliot, 1991: 174-89). In conclusion, however, I would argue

cank
Tt

that Irigaray's discourse of the maternal body and femininity reflects a politics of v&}(?"%q

sacred space where women, as individuals, might redress their exile from the
masculine domain and claim sole ownership and control over their own expression

and creativity.

Julia Kristeva

Julia Kristeva, like Irigaray, launches an attack on phallogocentric discourse
with her own complex anaiyses of sexual difference and matemity,x as wéll as
proposals for a new, feminist "heretical ethics." Kristeva's explanation of wesfem
culture's constitution of the subject rests on notions of loss, separation, and projection
(Jonte-Pace, 1993: 113). We are all, whether male or female, involved as "subjects in
process" - a "signifying process" in which meahing is suffused with drives and desire;

that are univeréally repressed in the unconscious (Elliot, 1991: 199).
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To begin with Her thought in relation to sexual difference and the constitution
‘of the subject, Kristeva maintains that sexual difference is symbblic rathef than
natural, based on an imagined process of separation from the Imaginary, or
"castration," through which women and men position themselves in the Symbolic.
Fo-lAlowing Lacan's psychoanalytic interpretation of gender differentiation in western
‘ pavtriarchal'culturé, Kristeva asserts‘ that the sociosymbolic system articulates sexual

difference by projecting separation and lack onto women, as representatives of the

(m)other, and phallic power onto men, projections that have nothing to do with
anatomical diﬁ‘erences between male and femalé. | —
Kristeva situates this signifying process‘ in her distinction befween “the
"sémiotic," a prelinguistic space of undiﬂ’erentié.ted fusion between mother and child
(analogous to Lacan's preoedipal Imaginafy before the mirror Stage) and the symbolic
order of language (Moi,. 1986: li). The semiotic, as rgpresenta'tive of this signifying
process, comprises the energy of the presymbolic, preoedipal drives forming what
Kristeva refers to as the chpra, thgt is; a locus of energy - rhythms, pressures, and
. pulsions tha "éorinect and orient the body to the mother" (Kristeva, cited in
Sprengnether, 1990: 213). In line vﬁth Lacan's stages of development, the semiotic
chora has to give way to the subject's entry into the Symbolic, but it always remains
‘a‘s a repressed presence, an unarticulated pfeSsure on symbolic language (Moi,
1986: 13).‘ For Kristeva, although métemal influence is always present, the motlier
enters into language as "abject” - in other words, as symbol of the impure and sinful
which must be dénigfated and rep;essed, in order for social identity and society to be

‘maintained (Nye, 1988: 144). But it is in this very abjection of the mother that the
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"dangerous power" of the mother is felt, where the Symbolic order and the unity of
the subject teeter on the brink of presymbolic chaos and nothingness.

Kristeva's choice of this Platonic term chora to describe the eternal "other” in
opposition to Symbolic representation, as Philippa Berry points out, implies the
eternally present as "that emptiness which precedes but is the necessary precondition
of all forms of representation" (Berry, 1992: 256-8). As such, the semiotic chora is
arguably reminiscent of Asian religious notions of the primordial chaos and empty
~ space from which all things are created. In the microcosmic framework of the
individual subject, the chora is associated with the infant's chaotic experience of its
body and drives, marking the absence (ork death?) of a unified subject, as well as its
birth: "The place of the subject's creation, the semiotic chora is also the place of its
negation, where its unity gives way before the process of charges and sfases
producing that unity" (Kristeva; cited in Berry, 1992:257). Kristeva therefore
conveys an impression of a mobile, dynamic, and continuous interaction between the
semiotic and Symbolic, rather than a definition of discrete stagesbr closed, stable
 territories. To the contrary, thé semiotic clearly possesses the power to destabilise the
order of the Symbolic.

For Kristeva, the semiotic represents a heterogeneous, chaotic, and largely
unconscious dimension of language which subsists within the socfosymbolic order but
which, nevertheless, can be accessed to subvert that order. In "A New Type of
Intellectual: The Dissident” (1986b), Kristeva introduces various types of modemn-day
dissidents who take up a posit’ion of resistance within the sociosymbolic order,
including "the writer who experiments with the limits of identity, producing texts

where the law does not exist outside language. A playful language therefore gives rise
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to a law that is overturned, violated and pluralized" (Kristeva, 1986b: 295). Her
characterisation refers to what is often known as lécriture féminine, but, unlike
Irigaray's vision of a separate, female discursive space, Kristeva insists that this
Qriting is accessible to both women and men. Furthermore, Kristeva's speaking
subject, whether male or female, cén only articulate this lawless stance of senﬁotic
language and jouissance as a strategy of A'resistancé by 7ﬁrst taking up his or her
position in the Symbolic (Sprengnéther, 1990: 214), Asa result,y Toril Moi points out,
both Kristeva's semiotic theory and the "speaking subject" are then irrevocably caught
up in a paradox, their position being "at once subversive of and dependent on the law"
(Moi, 1986: 13).

According to Kristeva's semiotic theory, as it pertains to women, the language
of the maternal body and jouissance remains unspoken and powerless until the young
girl enters the Symbolic. Kristeva, then, seéms to affirm Freud and Lacan's
developmental order through which a woman has to take her place in a
phallogocentric culture by means of separation from the mother, or "castration," if she
is to have a’yoicein the public domain of socio-political relations. In this sense, then;
she focuses on the painful, sacrificial process undertaken by the daughter in
surrendering hef identification with the mother's body and participation in her
Jouissance, so that she can identify with her father and thus raise herself to his
"symbolic heights" (Moi, 1986: 139). As Sprengnether observes, "In Kristeva's
depiction of this dilemma it appears that a woman must do violence to her very
fenialeness in order to grow up" (1990: 216). Although bbth women and men can
chbose to disrupt the symbolic order through ” "écriture féminine,” the separation

seems to be a far more uncertain and sacrificial process for women than it does for
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men, given the daughter's identification with her mother and her subsequently more
precarious hold on the Symbolic.

Since all human subjects seem destined to separate from the maternal body
and the Imaginary realm - that is, through the symbolic process of "castration" - in
order to enter the sociosymbolic order of western culture, how is it that it is women
who are singled out to be consistently marginalised and associated with the
Imaginary? To answer this question, Kristeva engages in an incisive critique of
western, monotheistic religion and the fantasy or myth of the omnipotent, archaic
mother that it has produced. In "About Chinese Women" (1986a), she argues that
Judaeo-Christian monotheistic ideology continues to underpin western patrilinear
capitalist society, even when it is disguised as humanism. She indicts Judaeo-Christian
religion, which has created and perpetuated the myth of the archaic mother, only to
then categorise all women as her representative. As such, Kristeva recalls, Judaism's
biblical women were marginalised from the symbolic order, associated with the body; |
pleasure, procreation, and the propagation of the race. A]though it was women who
ensured the maintenance of the community, a community that was even regarded as
“the bride of God," they had "no direct relation with the law of the community and its
political and religious unity: God generally speaks only to men" (1986a: 140).
Judaism, then, evolved by way of control and marginalisation of women, as well as
through "the victory of patﬁarﬁhal monotheism over earlier, maternal and fertility-
oriented religion" (Moi, 1986: 139).

Kristeva explains how the patrilinear symbolic order has continued to fuﬁction

in this way through
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a system of kinship that involves transmission of the name of the father
and a rigorous prohibition of incest, and a system of speech that
involves an increasingly logical, simple, positive and 'scientific' form of
communication that is stripped of all stylistic, rhythmic and 'poetic’
ambiguities. Such an order brings this inkibition constitutive of the
speaking animal to a height never before éttained, one logically

assumed by the role of the father. (Kristeva, 1986a: 151)

The role of the mother, on the other hand, has been confined to the unconscious, to
the drives, and to "the first training of those drives in the oral/anal phase, marked by
rhythms, intonations and gestures which as yet have no significance" (1986a: 151).

Woman, therefore, is categorised as:

a specialist in the unconscious, a witch, a baccanalian, taking her
Jouissance... which breaks the chain, the taboo, the mastery. A
marginal discourse, with regard to the science, religion and philosdphy
of the polis... Jouissance, pregnancy, marginal discourse: this is the
way in which the 'truth’, hidden and cloaked by the truth of the

symbolic order and its time, functions through women. (1986a: 154)

Woman, therefore, is always in exile from one domain or the other,
constituting a site of polarisation and paradox where she is always faced with the
dilemma, the painful choice of whether to be "the mother's daughter" or "the father's

daughter." Kristeva, I would argue, points to a maternal space that is reinforced and
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sacralised by religion and myth, only to be relegated to the margins of patriarchal
society - a space that is feared for its energy and disruptive power, and therefore
repressed to the unconscious. Associated with this maternal space, as daughters of
mothers and as reproducers of humanity, women have to sacrifice it and identify
themselves with the very things considered rriasculine, such as mastery, the superego,
and socio-economic exchange, in order to secure a place in the socio-political realm.
The alternative is to refuse that role, to align oneself with the mother and the
unconscious drives, to "sulk in the face of history" and "sullenly hold back, neither
speaking nor writing, in a permanent state of expectation, occasionally punctuated by
some kind of outburst: a cry, a refusal, 'hysterical symptoms" (1986a: 155-6). The
question remains as to whether another alternative exisfs whereby women can
circumvent this painful double bind of exile - either from the mother or from the
father.

Kristeva refuses both the extremes, at first considering the even more extreme
act of suicide - the path taken by Virginia Woolf, Maria Tsvetaeva, and Sylvia Plath -
as another alternative act. However, in her pivotal essay, "Women's Time" (19864d),
she develops her path of refusal, and begins to articulate a viable third alternative, in
an incisive critique of modern, twentieth-century feminism. Taking the “first" choice.
of joining the masculine, sociosymbolic contract of western society, the first wave of
liberal, egalitarian feﬁxinists demanded their eqﬁal rights with men and a place ‘in
politics and history. Although she acknowledges the achievements of this first
generation of feminists, Kristeva argues that wbmen who have attained positions of
political power have frequently found themselves reinforcing the very status quo they

had previously found oppressive.
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The second wave of feminists, after 1968, took the "second" choice and
sought "to give a language to the intra-subjective and corporeal experiences left mute
by culfuré in fhe past” (1986d: 195). For Kristeva, these are the feminists (like .
Irigaray) who have refused to be the father's daughter and have rejected a position in
the symbolic ordér, a_fming to create a separate, female discoufse aligned to the
"archaic (mythical) memory" of the mother (1986d: 195). But she cautions that
founding a separate female society requires the scapegoating of the other sex, .risking
degeneration into inverse sexism and violence. Kristeva again stresses that éhallenging

the myth of the omnipotent, archaic mother is a prerequisite to any third option:

If the archétype of the belief iri a gﬁo& and pure substance, thaf of
utopias, is the belief in the-omnipotenée of an archaic, full, total
englobing mother with no frustration, no separation, with no break-
producing symbqlism (with no castration, in other onrds), then it
becomes evident that we will never be able to defuse the violences
mobilized fhrohgh the‘ counter-investment necessary to carrying out
this phantasm, unless one challenges precisely this myth of the archaic

‘mother. (1986d: 205)

Kristeva's third alternative for feminism, then - which she proposes not so
much as an alternative, but as a third "signifying space" that can exist in parallel with
the other two - aspires to reconcile maternal space and historical, linear time. This

demands a return to analysis and deconstruction of the universalised "Woman," so
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that a space is opened for "aesthetic practices," for women's writing, and for a

feminist ethics where individual difference is allowed free play. Kristeva hopes that

having started with the idea of difference, feminism will be able to
break free of its belief in Woman... so as to channel this demand for
difference into each and every element of the female whole, and,
finally, to bring out the singularity of each woman... her multiplicities,
her plural languages, beyond the horizon, beyond sight, beyond faith

itself. (1986d: 208)

Ironically, because of her adherence to Lacan's psychoanalytic theory of sexual
difference, her critique of feminism, and her attention to subjectivity and individual
psychic complexity, Kristeva has been accused of aligning herself with phallocentrism
and even of anti-feminism.2 On the other hand,k howevgr, it can be argued that
Kristeva has not necessarily abandoned feminism but, out of her deconstructionist
suspicion of all politics and religions that pfoclaim an overarching “truth,” is
nevertheless wary of feminists, too, becoming just such a "religious" community
(Elliot, 1991: 192-7). Kristeva's prime condem, therefore, in formulating a feminist
ethics, is to explo‘re a means for accomplishing such a goal without recourse to
religion and my‘sticism.vHer solution looks to "real female innovation” which "will
only come about when maternity, female creation and the link between them is better

understood" (1986b: 298), and calls for feminists to analyse the maternal body and

2 For critique of Kristeva's theory, see, for example, Ann Rosalind Jones (1984); Andrea Nye (1988);
Kaja Silverman (1988). .
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women's real experiences of motherhood. This, ﬁot uhexpectedly, has generated:
critique from the other end of the feminist spéctrum - the charge of biological
essentialism - but an essentialism that seems to fit more comfortably into the feminist
ethos. In short, as Suleiman stresses, "It is time to let mothers have their word"
(1985: 360). |
‘ Kris;ev_a, indeed, has her word as writer and mother, a "word" that, given her
suspicion of religion, is ironically imﬁuéd with religioﬁsly ﬁuaﬁced accounts of pain
and sacrifice women experience in a phallocentrid symbolic order that silences the
feminine aﬁd the Imaginary. Sacrifice and death, and their association with birth’ and
mothérhood, are likewise addressed in her consideration of a maternal discourse that
ultimately challenges western, phallocentric( images of the mother. Kristeva's critique
of religious constructions of the archaic mother on the one hand, and her analysis -of
Awomen‘s materﬁal éxperience on the other, are most vividly elucidated in her essay
- "Stabat Mater" (1986c¢). Befitting her dual purpose, she periodically divides the page,
presenting two deﬂnitively'opposing texts. One text presents a rational,A logical, and
literary analysis of the historical development of the cult of the Virgin Mary in
Christianity, while the other, in a lyrical, free-flowing style that is both meditative and
personal, inscribes Kristeva's own éxperienc‘e of pregnéncy, giving birth, and
motherhood.
In terms of the former, Kristeva argues . that western monotheistic reljgion
upheld the foundation of our (both men aﬁd women's) fantasy of the idealised archaic
“mother, our fantasy of a lost territory, of separation from an idealiséd reiationship
with her, in other words, an idealisation of pﬁmaly narcissism. We live in a culture,

says Kristeva, "where the consecrated (religious or- secular) representation of
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femininity is absorbed by motherhood" (1986¢: 161). In other words, I would argue,
western society has confined femininity to a sacred space of the mother. As a
consequence, Kristeva argues, insofar as feminists have rejected motherhood as a
space of exile from the public domain and symbolic order, they have, to that extent,
associated motherhood with that misconceived sacred space. Femini;'m, asa result, is
rejecting a fantasy without»pausing to look at women's real experiences of maternity
that are veiled by that fantasy.

Kristeva traces the history of the cult of the Virgin, the fantasies it perpetuates
about women and the "phallic" mother, and the realities of women's experience of
motherhood it represses. The denial of the flesh inherent in Mary's virginity and
"Immaculate Conception" culminates in the triﬁmph over death in the "Assumption,”
thus illuminating the intertwining of sexuality and death: "Since they are mutually
implicated with each other, one cannot avoid the one without fleeing the other"
(1986¢: 165). This may well elevate Mary to a position of power as mother of God,
but it distances her from ordinary women‘é experience of the body and maternity. This
fantasy likewise "helps to exclude such women, mired in the exigencies of the flesh,
from access to the divine Word, the sublimated Symbolic order upheld by paternal
authority" (Sprengne@her, 1990: 217).

Nevertheless, despite its repressions, the cult of Mary has at least provided a
discourse of motherhood - albeit, one that is suffused with fantasy, but also with love,
power, passion, humility, and sacrifice. Now that the influence of religioh in the west
has all but crumbled, Kristeva surmises, what maternal discourse do we have to
replace it? In terms of looking for an alternative in psychoanalysis, she concludes,

"Freud offers only a massive nothing" (1986¢: 179). For a new maternal discourse,
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therefore, we also need a new undersfa.nding of the maternal body, we need to listen
to what mkothers themselves are saying about their experiences of the flesh. Suleiman,
for example, argues that Kristeva offers an alternative to the "either/or dilemma"
faced by women (to choose either motherhood or writing) by suggesting thaf
motherhood and “feminine creation" go hand in hand (Suleiman, 1985: 367).
Pregnancy, insists Kristeva, constitutes a threshold between nat@re and culture, and
the birth of a child the bridge between singularity and ethics; motherhoqd offers
women the opportunity of reaching out to the other, of relationship, of love
(1986¢: 182). It is here that she sees the potential for é ferninine ethics that would heal
women's exile and heal the sacrifice made by all ﬁuman beings.’ For Kristeva, this
would be an ethics that includes the flesh, language, and jouissance: "For an heretical
ethics separated from morality, an herethics, is perhaps no more than that which in life
makes. bonds, thoughts, and therefore thevthou'ght of death; bearable‘: herethics is
undeath, love..." (1986c: 185).

| In the other, autobiographical text, I would argue that Kristevé provides a
dynainic example of such a feﬁﬁnine discourse, a poetics of the maternal body that

inextricably binds language and flesh, motherhood and feminine creativity together:

3 Carol Gilligan's In a Different Voice (1982) and "Remapping the Moral Domain® (1990)
demonstrates a corollary of Kristeva's conception of a feminist ethics. Gilligan challenges Freud's
notion of women's lack of a moral development, and more specifically critiques Kohlberg's scale of
general human stages of moral development, which she argues, is really based on the male sense of
justice. She proposes that women and men have different understandings of morality which are
equally developed, equally valid, and equally necessary for the individual and society. Gilligan
describes the “female” moral point of view as an ethics of care, as opposed to the "male” moral
point of view as an ethics of justice. Diana Meyers notes that critics of Gilligan’s ethics of care
have suggested that it advances “a morality of altruistic subservience” and relies too much on an
assumption of women's self-sacrifice and, therefore, could perpetuate women’s oppression (1994:
182-83, n.12). But she argues that at more advanced stages of Gilligan’s model, individuals stress
care and responsibility for the self, as well as for others, and seck integrity and reciprocity in
relationships. For a further analysis of "ethics of care” in relation to maternal agency, see Christine
Everingham's Motherhood and Modernity; An Investigation into the Rational Dimension of

- Mothering (1994). '
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FLLASH - inStant of time_ or of dream without time; inordinately
swollen atoms of a bond, a vision, a shiver, a'yet formless, unnameable
embryo. Epiphanies. Photos of what is not yet visible and that
language necessarily skims over from afar, allusively. Words that are
always too distant, too abstract for tlﬁs underground swarming of
seconds, folding in ﬁnimaginable spaces. Writing them down is an
ordeal of discourse, like love.. What is loving, for a woman, the same
as writing. Laugh. Impossible. Flash on the unnameable, weavings of
abstractions to be torn. Let a body venture at last out of its shelter,
take a chance with meaning under a veil of words. WORD FLESH.
From one to the other, eternally, broken up visions, metaphors of the

invisible. (1986¢: 162)

Continuing in this style of poetic prose, Kristeva boldly and surely writes the maternal
body, cdmmunicating the real}ities and emotions of her own experience of pregnancy
and giving birth - whether t§ a child or to writing. For' Kristeva, pregnancy is a
metaphor for the initial split of the being within the unity of the flesh, td be followed-
by a more radical split between subjects, ‘which'is still experienced as both union and

separation between mother and child:

this other abyss that opens up between the body and what had been
inside: there is the abyss between the mother and the child. What
~ connection is there between myself, or even more unassumingly

between my body and this internal graft and fold, which, once the
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umbilical cord has been severed, is an inaccessible chér? My body
and... him. No connection. Nothing to do with it... The child, whether
he or she is irremediably an other. To say that there are no sexual
relationships constitutes a skimpy assertion\when confronting the flash
that bedazzles me when I confront the abyss between what was mine

and is henceforth but irreparably alien. (1986¢: 178-9)

But even as there is this split between creator and creation - the mother "cut in half;
alien to its other" - there is also pleasure, love, and connectioh. Echoing, pefhaps,
Winnicott's concept of transitional Spacé, it is in this abyss, this emptiness of the in-
between space between subject and other, tﬁat Kristeva's vision of an "heretical
ethics" - an ethics of love or care - can take plage (see Berry, 1992: 254). In Kristeva's
words: "motherhobd destines us to a demented Jouissance that is answered, by
chance, by the nursling's laughter in the suﬁny waters of the ocean" (1986¢: 179).

And so, does Kristeva, at last, speak the unspoken, fill the void in
,psychoanalytié'theory, speak of all that the "virgin mother" of Christianity does not
speak? Kristeva does, indeed, speak ou:t on the reality of the maternal body, of female
sexuality, of the splitting of the flesh: Her discourse speaks of the ambivalent
expeﬁ¢nce of separation and loss in givingkbirth, a process of the flesh over which thé
* maternal body has no control, blurring pleasure and.pain.‘ Is this, then, women's
jouissance? Maternity, according to Kristeva's approach, is an experiential state
exclusive to women that can be defined as Jouissance; but fhis jouissance is not silent,
as Lacan insists, for it can also berspoken by women from kth’eir /own diverse

experiences. For Kristeva, maternity represents creation and splitting, producing two
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beings . in relation to one another, marking both separation and relationship, a
polarised vision of maternal sacred space - in its reality, not its fantasy. Her similarly
divided text of the maternal bodyv therefore raises further questions: Is this an
autonomous women's discourse that Kristeva, at other times, relegates to the
impossible, signifying a sacred space of the maternal body that stretches beyond
rational language and monotheistic religious ideals of mother? And does it represent a
metaphor for women's embodied experience in their psychosexual evolution, whether
mothers or not, therefore empowering women's language and subverting the
patriarchal symbolic system? And, finally, is it a discourse that can accommodate
multiple female subjectivity and difference a:ﬁong Qomen?

In response, I would argue that Krieteva, like Adrienne Rich, opens the door
to the reality of women's experience of the body, which might suggest a profound
level of commonality among women, as well as accommodating the uniqueness of
each woman's individual experience. I would further suggest that it is a discourse that
does not evade the issue of social construction of gender and differences among
women. On the contrary, it Brings to consciousness the sacrificial process of the body
enacted in the girl's process of "growing up," providing a maternal metaphof for the
loss and separation inherent in becoming a woman. As Suleiman points out, "The
mother's body, being a place of fragmentation, cleavage, elemental pulsations that
exist before language and meaning, is necessarily a place of exile, a place of dis-order
and extreme singularity in relation to the collective order of culture” (1985: 368). Like
Irigaray, Kristeva calls for a discourse of sacred experience, exclusive to women and
the femiﬁine, as a resource for resisting the repression of the semiotic and the fantasy

of the omnipotent "phallic mother" produced in paternal, oedipal discourse.
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Irigaray and, in the end, Kristeva, too, forge an embodied sacred space of the
mother through a discursive practice that opposes the masculine sacred space of the
symbolic order and serves to recover women's subjectivity. I would suggest that an
underlying séntiment of displacement and exile of the feminine and the maternal
permeates the often poetic discourse wﬁtten by Irigaray and Kristeva. As Nye puts it,
the uncertainty of "woman's foothold" in Lacanian theory is the springboard for both
writers' feminist critiques, through which they have attempted "to rehabilitate Lacan's
banished maternal” (1988: 142). Kristeva, however, departs from Irig;aray, in that her
materhal discourse adheres to the inevitable separation and induction of the subject,
whether male or female, into the paternal law and the symbolic realm of subjectivity

and-speech. Kristeva's feminine discursive practice, although undeniably subversive in

intent, aims to infiltrate and take a position within the masculine symbolic order, while
Irigaray's, on the’other hand, ’remains in exile from it and rather seeks a new and
exclusively feminine "home." Nonetheless, both set out to write the female body, not
only as a strategy of subverting phallogocentric culture, but also to initiate a feminine
linguistic practice of equal power.

To surﬁ up, the feminist theories discussed so far have, in various Ways,
contested patriarchal culture's conflation of the body and nature with the feminine and
women, and its characterisation of them as intrinsically inferior to "masculine”
rationality and culture. Théy have similarly disputed psychoanalytic theory's
simultaneous ideglisation,. and then denigration and fgar of the preoedipal mother,
both of which serve to deny her subjectivity and power. They have revealed, I would
argue, a sacred space embodied in the figure of the mother that is marked by polarity

and paradox, a site of birth and death, love and aggression, fulfilment and loss,
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narcissism and sacriﬁcé. The myths of the mother and motherhood, in producing this
polarised sacred space, have also exposed it as spcia]ly, culturally, and religiously
constructed, to be acted out through women's real, embodied experience. Mother, br
(m)Other, has become internalised at a deep and unconscious level of the psyche,
arguably a metaphor for the ambivalence of women's position under patn'érchy, which

has at once confined them to and alienated them from their embodied experience.

6.2 TRANSFORMING MATERNAL SACRED SPACE

From our analysis so far, it can ‘bve argued that psychoanalytic feminist theory
is immersed in a politics of sacred space that confests the construction, ownership,
and exploitation of the feminine or maternal domain. All the issues that contribute to a
politics of sacred space - namely, those of colonisation; inclusion and exclusion;
possession and dispossession; and exile (see Chidester, 1994) - are arguably present in
psychoanalytic and feminist analyses of the maternal body and motherhood. Feminist
theorists have shown that femininity and maternal subjectivity are repressed and
r¢pudiated in the context of psychoanalytic theory, excluded and exiled from the
masculine sacred space of the Symbolic. But psychoanalytic theory also’ represents the
process of psychosexual dévelopment as one where both girls and boys are exiled
from maternal sacred space, subject to the oedipal demand that they reject the mother
and femininity to gain access to subjectivity and society. Androcentric expectations
and patriarchal control of women vand the social. institution of motherhood have
simultaneously confined women to the body, while alienating them from authentic

experience of the body and their own subjectivity and creativity.
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Iintend, therefore, to conclude this chapter by drawing primarily on the work
of Jessica Benjaﬁﬁn (1986; 1990a; 1990b) and Madelon Sprengnether (1990) to
rework a spatial hermeneutic of the mother that encompasses corporeal, psychic, and
metaphysical significations of maternal "sacred space." Underpinning this project, I
would argue, are two questions that remain concerning the deconstruction of
psychoanalytic theory's sacred space of the mother, as well as the reconstruction of a
viable alternative for feminist theory and practice: First, how can the conetruction of
gender relations be transformed - even at a profound psychic level - in a way that does
not subordinate women and deny maternal subjectivity in women's lived reality? And
eecond, how can the mythology of the (m)Other and motherhood be transformed on a
symbolic level, thereby inaugurating a new metaphysics that does not deny the body
and diminish the feminine, and does not, as a Consequence, reinforce women's

subordination?

Recognition and Intersubjectivity

Jessica Benjamin's boek The Bonds of Love (1990) refers to those "bonds of
love" between parent and child that are twisted by the idealisation, denigration, and
repression of the mother which, by extension, precipitates the problem of domination
and submission between the sexes. Child-rearing patterns and patriarchal social
discourses engender analogous patterns of masculine domination and feminine
submission where "womaﬁ functions as man's primary other, his opposite - playing
nature to his reason, immanence to his transcendence, primordial oneness to his
individual separateness, and object to his subject" (1990: 7) Benjamin argues that this

kind of polarisation is reinforced by psychoanalytic theory's reliance on an intrapsychic
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model of human development that progresses- through internally experienced
psychosexual phases. Tension within the individual is stressed, as is the centrality of
the Oedipus complex and the phallus as a symbol of separation and individuation.
Differentiation is assumed to signify the individual's disentanglement from preoedipal
fusion with the mother and his or her avoidance of regression into a state of original
and limitless naréissism.

This intrapsychic model, Benjamin argues, misses the true meaning of
differentiation as a balancing of the paradokical tension between recognition of the
other and assertion of the self. Instead, psychoanalysis sets up separation and oneness,
differentiation and sameness, as binary oppositions (favouring separation) that
suppress the delicate balance between mutual fecognition between individuals on the
one hand and individuality on the other. A theory of development that rests on
dualism and internalised psychic processes, she argues, setsvthe stage for polarised
gender relations and adult relationships of male domination and female submission.

Benjamin therefore focuses incisively on the human need for mutual
recognition between two subjects, dra\;ving on a theory of intersubjectivity which does
not reject Freud's insights but addresses .dimensions of the self and human
relationships that Freudian theory has overlooked (1986: 78-101; 1990: 85-132).
~ Where the "other" is the subject's projection and thus confined to the level of iject, a
relation of domination and subjugation is in process. It is a process, sa'ysb Benjamin,
that originates in traditional psychoanalyfic interpretations of the preoedipal dyad,
where the moifher's separate identity and desire have never been adequately theorised;
she remains (m)Other and object of her infant's desire. Winnicott's object relations
theory, however, oﬁ‘efs a transformative theoretical direction, since ‘it explicitly

2
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problematises the child's evolving recognition of external reality and other minds that
are not his or her own projection.

According to Benjamin's line of argument, the crux of woman's alienation,
submission, and dependency lies in Freud's account of woman's lack of a desire of her
own, her léck of agency in the public domain, and her fate of perpetual envy of the
penis, the male embodiment of the symbol of desire. Man expresses desire and woman
" is the object of it, confined to a construction of femininity that assumes acceptance
and sexual passivity. Furthermore, the con_tvradictory imagc of maternal power and
engulfment, which men‘ fear would force them into unending dependence on the‘
mother, is also implicated in the centrality of the phallus as symbol of separation and
sexual diﬁerentiation from the mother. Most significantly, the phallus marks the
father's power to defend the son against maternal power, serving to intervene and lead
the way to individuation and the masculine ideal.

But the child's evolving awareness of differentiation from the mother, of
gender identity, and of being a subject of desire, Benjamin suggests, are all
interwoven. She therefore pre-en;pts Freud's positioning of the awakening of gender
identity in the oedipal phase and relocates it in preoedipal time and space, in order to
develop a representation of female desire and of women as sexual subjects. To this
end, Benjamin invokes Margaret Mahler's separation-individuation theory and its
focus on what Mabhler calls the rapprochement phase during the second half of the
second year of life (Benjamin, 1990: 18; 33-36). It is then that the child suffers a blow
to her narcissistic omnipotence experienced through fusion with the mother, at one
and the same tirﬁe as awareness of her own separate existence and independence is

awakened. It is important, however, in accordance with Benjamin’s intersubjective
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rnodel, to counter the assumption “that we Vg'row out of relationships rather than
becoming more active and sovereign within them” (1990: 18). Benjamin therefore
modifies Mahler’s adherence to the Freudian picture of an original mother-infant
fusion from which the infant has to separate, arguing that within that relationship, “the

infant is never totally undifferentiated (symbiotic) from the mother, but is primed from
| the very beginhing to.be intereste‘d in and to distinguish itself ﬁ'om the world of
others” (1990: 18). Nevertheless, self-acsertion lS tempered by the paradoxical
experience of separation anxiety and it is at this time, Benjamin insists, that the child
needs recognition as a subject of desire, as an agent who can make things happen in
relationships and in the world; and it is then, as both boy and girl struggle to be
recognised in their desire, that the realisation of gender difference begins to ernerge
out of the child's recognition of differences between his or her mother and father.

In negotiating the tension of rapprochement, the boy denies his dependence on
his mo_ther and is able to identify with the "exciting father“ as the active subject and
representative ‘of the outside world. Moreover, in ]ine with the conventions of gender
roles in patriarchal society, the son is actively encouraged hy both parents in his bid
for independence and separation. This process affords the boy experience of himself
as subject of his own desire, which becomes affirmed by his homoerotic relctionship
of "ideal love" with his father. Longing, too, for just such an ideal love, the daughter
needs to be able to identify with a mother who is similarly articulated as a sexual
subject and agent. But in the Freudian split that privileges "masculine" freedom aver
"feminine" nurtorance, it is the phallus that symbolises .liheration from matemnal

nurturance and the father who stands for excitement and independence over and
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against the mother's Iiolding and soothing space; The "missing father," Benjamin
concludes, becomes the key to woman's "missing desire" ( 1990: 107).

However, Benjamin rejects the possibility ofa symbplic female counterpart to
the phallus, in other words, women's génital organs as an alternative -,symbolic
~ representation of women's desire as advocated by Irigaray. The symbolic level of the
psyche, she argues, is already fully occupied by the phallus, the emblem of desire th’at
divides subject and object, endlessly'objectifying the female body. Therefore, a far
more fundamental alternative to the intrapsychic register is required, namely, an
intersubjective mode of structuring the psyche. Benj(amin advances intersubjective
psychological theory as a dynamic means towards practice that will allow_ the
daughtef successful negotiation of rapprochement, womeh access to their own desire,
and, as Irigaray also gd\iocated, relations between man and woman as two equal but
different subjects.

Drawing on Winniqott‘s theory of transitional dbjects and transitional space
between two individuals, Benjamin shows how thve‘ intersubjective model articulates
desire through spatial, rather than symbolic representation. It is a psychic space that is
situated within the body and extends to include the space between two bodies.
Juxtaposing an inner and outer space, Benjamin's spatial analysis reiterates Winnicott's
concept of being alone in the presence of the other, first experienced in the transitional
spkace between mother and child, and continued in that between self and other éind
between the individua.i's internal and exteina] realities. Again recalling Winnicott, this
is the spacé that holds us, in whic‘h‘humzvm beings, male or female, play, create,‘

imagine, fantasise, and nourish the spirit.
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Crucial to Benjamin's recovery of women's desire, at this point, is her
- affirmation of an inner embodied space that is intimately connected to female
Texperience: "What is experientially female is the association of desire with a space, a
place within the self, from which this force [inner desire] can &nerge" to connect with
the space between self and other (1986: 97). It is, according to Winnicott, an internal
spé.ce to do with "being” fonning a basis for "self-discovery... the capacity to develop
an inside, to be a container,” an internal transitional space where we can feel our
desires, where we know our desires to be authentically our own (cited in Benjérnin,
1990: 128). Such an exben’ence of inner space and self-di#covery is accessible through
the holding environment that is associated with thé preoedipal bodily holding by the
mother and extended to the transitional space bétween mother and child where we a}e
able to trust and experience being alone in the presence of the other. Aithough this
holding or contéiﬁng capacity implies 'passivity couched in a sense of essential
femininity, this is not what is meant. Rather, an inner‘bg‘ing of autonomous, dynamic
 creativity is construed, a locug of "authorship" where mere drives are transformed into
authentic, personalised, and cdnscious desires (1990:128).

For a moment, it is admitted, this extrapolation of inner, hb]ding space as paﬁ
of female experience appears to reinforce sexual polarity and essentialise femininity.
But vit is just a theoretical moment within a wider vision, for it is here that Benjamin
pushes her theory into the realities of original development of gender identity, parent-
child relationships, and adult social and sexual relations, and then even further to a

proposal for transforming gender polarity:
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I am arguing here for simultaneity and equality, not exclusion or
privileging of either male or female experiences and capacities... I
suggest that, ideally, an individual's relationship with desire should be‘
formed through access to a range of experiences and identifications
that are not restricted by rigid gender formulas. Thus girls should get
what boys get from their father; and girls and boys should get it from
their mothers as well - recognition . of agency, curiosity, movement

toward the outside. (1990: 130)

This kind of integrative appréa'ch to mutual recognifion between two subjects
has the capacity to value equally "both traditional figures of infancy - the holding
mother and the exciting father - as constituent elements of desire" (1990: 131).
Inasmuch as the exciting father serves to activate the child's desire into outward
expression, so, too, does the mother's holding space awaken the child's awareness of
desire as truly inner, as a sense of being that is truly his or her oWn, out of which
authentic and equal relationship can take place. In reference to this framework of
mutual recognition, Meyers adds the important aspect of “self-recognition,” as “self-
directed care that consolidates independent subjectivity,” which, I think, is implied in

Benjamin’s reference to the child’s developing sense of independent, inner desire.

However, Meyers emphasises that even if both parents are participating in raising the
child, if they practice domineering parenting they inevitably suppress any growth of
the child’s capacity for self-recognition “and when they do, they deprive individuals of
others’ recognition, as well’; (Meyers, 1994: 128). A young child does not yet have

the skills that come with moral self-recognition to recognise and resist pratices of
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domination, and if development of moral self-recognition is actively suppressed, then
the child’s potehtial for participating in relations of mutual recognition is severely
limited, if not destroyed (Meyers, 1994: 181-82, n.6). Self-recognition, therefore, in
Meyers’ view, is an essential‘part of the intersubjective model of mutual recognition

' —
between two subjects.

Continuing in this contéxt of developing subjecﬁvity, Christine Everingham's
Motherhood and Modernity (1994) has further explored the mother's position and
how maternal nurturing practices can suppb.rt her claim to agency in the sociocultural
domain. In Everingham's view, the mutual rgcognition between mother and child as
two subjects requires a theory to address nof only the child's attainment of
subjectivity, but also the ways in which the 'mofher interprets and comes to know the
needs of her child as an agentic activity. Knowing the needs of her child, Everingham
reminds us, is not the result of some kind of maternal “instinct," 'but a subjective,
interpretative, and rational activity. Sara Ruddick (1983), too, theorises what she calls
”tnatemal thinking," defining a particular type of rational decision—making -that
remains connected to the body and involves the mother as critical agent in her caring
activities. Furthermore, a theory of maternal agency would also address the real?JoF
an autonomous and active maternal sexuality, such as the undeniable sexual pleasure
of breastfeeding. Ferguson, for instance, argues that "mother love" is an aspect of
active female sexuality, in its own right, "a form of sex/affective energy that is neither
a substitute for heterosexual intercourse nor a mere acting out of a desire for male
power (a 'penis substitute'!)" (1989:35). All these theoretical directions, E’kiJ

Benjamin's, draw out the agency of mothers and rework the realisation of this

autonomy as a relational process that engages both the child's subjectivity and the
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mother's own claim to subjectivity within the transitional space of child-rearing
(1994: 6-7). |

In such an intersubjective space in which the mother is not objectified and
divisive gender polarities are collapsed, the boy, in partfcular, if he does not, a.t:‘ter all,
~ have to reject femininity and his continuity with the mother's holding space, stands to
gain something vital to the self: He will attain access to his inner life and a sense of
authentic being and desire. If not, then ”lovsing the continuity between himself and

mother will subvert his confidence in his 'inside.' The loss of that in-between space

cuts him off from the space within... The boy who has lost access to inner space ||

becomes enthralled with conquering outer space.” The problem with this oedipal

model, as Benjamin readily points out, is that it is women who become the principal

external objects to be subjugated. When the boy loses contact with his own desire and

cannot recognise woman as an equal and independent subject, she comes to represent
"the idealized, acutely desirable object outside, the image of woman as the dangerous,
regressive siren... The counterpart of this image is the wholly idealized masterful
subject who can withstand or conquef her" (1990: 164). |
In conclusion,‘ Benj‘amikn therefore oﬁ'efé new possibilities for conquering,
instead, relatidnships of domination and submission. She brings mutual recognition
between women and men as equal and different subjects, who will“be equally valued
agents of their own desire, into the realms of possibility. Moreover, I would argue
that her vision redefines both inner sacred space and transitional sacred space - where, ‘
We recall, creativity, culture, and religion are born - that have been consistently linked
with the matemal' body and preoedipal or Imaginary domain. For, according to

Benjamin's interpretation, it is these internal and external spaces that can be used to
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overcome archaic fears of maternal engulfment and assumptions of female passivity

and dependence that, in the intrapsychic oedipal mode, demand rejection of the

P

feminine. Bvenjamin’s spatial representation of intersubjectivity, on the contrary, does |

not confine inner and transitional space to women but expands it beyond the contest
for ownership between male and female. Alternatively, it calls for every individual to
cultivate his or her own inner space of autonomous desire, so that inner space
becomes continuous with transitional space between two people, a space in which
mutual recognition of the other's subjectivity can take place.

Benjamin's explicatibn of intersubjectivity, I would argue,r successfully
responds to the question asked earlier of how the cénstruction of gender relations can
be transformed - even at a profound psychic level - in a way that does not subordinate
women and dény maternal subjectivity in women's lived reality. Her solution offers a
theory that extends beyondA Chodorow's and Dinnerstein's theoretical contributions,
since it addresses what remains to be changed, even in the event of shared parenting,
if relations of male domination and female submission are to be eradicated.
Furthermore, I would argue that Benjamin transposes both Irigaray's and Kﬁsteva;s
discursive theories of sexual difference and fer;ﬁnine expression into experiential
reality, by showing how both the female Imaginary (inner and intersubjective SEE)N
and fhe male Symbolic (external, expressive activity) can be equally valued. But even |
more importantly, Benjamin affirms that any individual, female or male, has the
potentialv to integrate into his or her inner self the gender polaritiesk "which have
previously been considered mutually exclusive énd the pfoperty of only one sex"
(1990: 130). In other words, I would argue that a previously contested sacred space

might be shared equally between women and men, so that one does not dominate and
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control the other. In this way, gender divisions, which Benjamin believes to be the
fundamental source of our discontent in patriarchal culture - a discontent only too

readily pondered by Freud - might be healed and made whole:

Perhaps the most fateful paradox is the one posed by our simultaneous
need for recognition and independenqe: that the other subject is
outside our control and yet we need him. To embrace this paradox is
the first step towards unraveling the bonds of love. This means not to
undo our ties to others but rather to disentarigle them; td make of them

not shackles but circuits of recognition. (Benjamin, 1990; 221)

The Dream of Maternal Plenitude

Madelon Sprengnethex’s The Spectral Mother (1990) also sets out to analyse
the contested space of the maternal body, with a view to constructing a new feminist
psychoanalytic theory that will dislodge one of the ideological foundations of
patriarchy's oppression of worﬁen. Like Benjamin, she aims to disentangle the mother
from the "sacred space" of a unified preoedipal dyad, as construed in psychoanalytic
theory, where the (m)other i.s object, not subject. Returning to the original
psychoanalytic master, Sprengnether aims to ascertain whether Freud's theory\ is
capable of generating an account of psychological development that does not
reproduce the denigration‘ of the mother as a threat to masculine development and
“civilisation"” (1990: 227). Much of her owh text is therefore devoted to a
comprehensive rereading of Freud's texts in which she unravels his repression of the

V preoedipal mother and his apparently consistent emphasis on the Oedipus and

(0, Th
Gps -
e M
Q" ¢ et
f@z \@%&ﬁé}

QUETT 4 o
8l ©
ar "



203

castration complexes in human psychosexual devel_opment and the evolution of
western, patriarchal culture. Sprengnether's innovative and searching analysis,
howéver, unexpectedly reveals that such textual consistency cannot be easily
presumed. Several instances of contradiction and instability in Freud's writing, where
he does not altogether succeed in silencing the: preoedipal mother, are in fact
identified. As Sprengnether puts it, the preoedipal mother is sensed as a floating entity
pervading Freud's patriarchal discourse - a spectral figure "creating a presence out of
absence... she haunts the house of Oedipus" (1990: 5).

Sprengnether, like Benjamin, argues that the oppression of women and the
notion of femininity as hostile to western culture lies in the inability to theorise
adequately the influence and power of the preoedipal mother in human development.
This has further manifested in the paradox of a picture of femininity as subversive to
the masculine ideal on the one hand -and the romantic idealisation, or even
sacralization, of maternal plenitude on the other, thus excluding any consideration of a
multi-faceted maternal subjectivity. Any glimpses of a "darker vision" of maternal
séduction, eroticism, or aggression, says Sprengnether, are counteracted by Freud's
romantic visioh of the self-sacrificing mother who is fully satisfied by maternal love
for her son (1990: 81). Freud most explicitly invokes the Oedipus and castration
complexes to propel both boys and girls eventually to reject the mother and femininity
so that they méy follow the father's path to the masculine world of culture - a realm
wheré femininity and women are marginalised. Nonetheless, the idealised picture of
the preoedipal mother and our early bond with her remains in the unconscious,

bequeathing the threat of engulfment and dependence from which we have to escape
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and, at the same time, a lingering promise of narcissistic fulfilment to which we long
td return. |

After discovering many of the inadequacies in Freud's efforts to theorise the
~ "dark continent” of women's psychology, Sprengnether returns to some of his later
‘works that shed a different but_ little apprehended light on his castration theory. Freud,
she argues, begins to develop a redefinition of castration as separation from the
mother in 7he Ego and the Id (1923) and Inhibiiions, Symptoms and Anxiety (1926a).
Whereas Kiristeva's reﬁding of castration as separation depends mainly on the
Lacanian _levél of sjmbolic representation, where the phallus stands for separation
from the Imaginary registér and the subject's entry into the Symbolic, Sprengnether
focuses on the site of the maternal body. She defects that Freud subtly shifts his idea
of paternal threat of castration in the oedipal process as the origin of anxiety and
relocates it in the initial experience of separation from the mother at birth: "objectively
speaking, birth is separation from the mother. It can be compared to a castration of
the mother (by equating the chﬂd with a penis)" (Freud, 1926a: 129). It is this early

traumatic severance from the mother, recalling Irigaray's argument, that is repressed

and concealed by Freudian privileging of the father's threat of castration. Separation
from the mother's body at birth, according to Freud, "is not experienced subjectively
[by the infant] as a separation from the mother, since the foetus, being a completely
narcissistic cr,eaturé, is totally imav&are of her existence as an object" (1926a: 129-30).
Following Irigaray, howéver, Sprengnether argues that the infant's later experiences of |
se_paration and loss, such as weaning from the breast and periodic absences of the
mof_her, surely "glance back at this first great dislocation and derive meaning

therefrom" (1990: 229).
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The ego, Freud further maintains, is constructed on the basis of a process of
mourning, by internalising objects it has loved and lost, a painful process that "mﬁkes
it possible to supposé. that ther character of the ego is a precipitate of abandoned
object-cathexes and that it contains the history of those object-choices” (Freud,
1923a: 29). In short, we become what we have lost and then mourned and our
- original loss is the body of the mother. Sprengnether therefore highlights Ffeud's
statement that "the ego... owes its existence to an originary loss, its very structure
predicated on an absence" (1990:228), most notably, in the experience of carnal
,di\}_ision at the moment of birth. Followiﬁg a logical connection between these

readings in relation to loss and the ego, Sprengnether thus surmises:

Rather than representing a condition of blissful nondifferentiation (as
iﬁdicated by the object relations view of the preoedipal period as well
as the Lacanian concept of the Imaginary) the body of the mother
would seem to signal the process of mounn'ng. Because the very
- existence of the ego is coincident with the awareness of loss, there is

no time at which mother has not been Other. (1990: 230)

It can be argued, therefore, that if Freud had given more cognisance to his
own musings on separation as essential to ego fbnnation and the maternal body as site
of estrangement and desiré for what has been lost, "he might have offered a model of |
preoédipal relatfons which would include the possibility of maternal discourse,"
instead of clinging to "a discourse of childhood, fixated on issues of male subjectivity"

(Sprengnether, 1990: 232). But, ‘Sprengnether realises, Freudian and post-Freudian
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psychoanalytic ltheory‘ Achose to idealise preoedipal rélations as a site of unity and
plenitude and to forget "the body of thek (m)other as a l;)cus of difference and
estrangement” (1990: 233). Such privileging of mother-infant symbiosis succeeded in
dehying the subjectivity of the mother and returned pride of place to masculine
subjecﬁvity and dominance in the creation of culture.

Despite traditional psychoanalytic theory's choices, Sprengnether joins other
fehﬁnist theorists in attesting that prededipal mother-infant fusion is, in fact, a fiction,
no matter how caring and nurturing a mother might be to ‘her new-born infant.
Following feminist writers such as Rich and Kristeva, whose personal accounts of
maternity serve to contradict such a conception of }blissﬁJl union, others have further
emphasised the fiction of rhatemal instinct (Bad'mter,j 1981; Everingham, 1994;
* Nicolson, 1993). Moreover, we recall, Everingham and Ruddick (1983) have affirmed
the sighiﬁcance of maternal subjectivity by interpreting maternal nurturance as an
agentic activity - an activity, in Benjamin's terms of reference, that takes place in a
relixtionship between two subjects. |

In any evént, Sprengnether pfovides a fouch of light relief from the weight of a
misconception that has arguably had tragic consequences for women, by wryly noting
that: "The concept off mvather‘-infant‘ symbiosis is an obvious absurdity... A mother
who felt in evefy Way like‘ an infant would be worse than useless as a caretaker...
Symbiosiws ceases to be a meaningful co'ncépt when it applies to only one-half of a
partnership" (1990: 233). Recalling Benjamin’s intersubjectivé theory, even the other
half of the partnership, the ihfant, is not in a state of symbiotic fusion with the mother,
but rather strives from the very beginning to distinguish itself from the world of

others” (1990: 18). Sprénghether then delivers the final blow to the “trvuth"v of
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preoedipal unity insisting that even birth is not the original experience of separation.
Recalling Kristeva's "Stabat Mater," the mother experiences division and otherness
even earlier, where her state of being in pregnancy is articulated as a continuous
division and splitting, designating the maternal body as a container of the self and
otherness.

Sprengnether's close ,anglysis and reworking of Freud's castration theory,
further enhanced by Kristeva's renditién of the maternal body as site of division,
initiates a new paradigm for the construction of the ego and the process of
enculturation. In an innovative feminist rendition of psychoanalytic theory the drama
of mother—infant separation takes precedence ovér the drama of the Oedipus complex,
and the role of the preoedipal mother over that of the father. Freudian emphasis on
the need for the fathgr's threat of castration to separate child and mother is deemed to
be éntirely supgrﬂuOus, “if division has already taken placé... embedded in the process
by which each individual consciousness .emerges into being" (Spréngnether,
1990: 236). If the mother is an autonomous subject, right from the start; as the child's
consciousness of separatehes§ continues to emerge, then the building blocks for the
construction of the self and creation of culture are already available in the preoedipal
space., And so, too, is the phallus of Lacanian discourse superfluous as signifier of
separation and difference in the realm of the Symbolic, if the pfeoedipal or Imaginafy
register provides resources for a maternal discourse through which women can
articulate their own place in the sociocultural domain.

Sprengnether extends her line of argument to the realm of metaphysics, which,
paradoxically, points to the mother's body as the space where life and death coexist.

Her analysis of this maternal site of life and death, I would argue, implies an embodied

N325



208

sacred space that interweaves psychologically and religiously nuanced interpretations
of human experience. This avenue of inquiry is fu&her pursued in Joﬁte—Pace’s recent
study of Freud’s representations of death, mothers, and the afterlife (1996: 61-88).
Following Sprengnether,'kJonte-Pace also uncovers contradicitons in Freud’s texts that
imply an association of the mother with human fears and anxieties about death and
separation, and human fantasies about God, immortality, and the afterlife (1996: 62).
Further support for a preoedipal “counter-theisis” is clearly idéntiﬁed, in which, again,
the preoedipal mother haunts Freud’s house of QOedipus and subverts his master
theory. Taking up the point made earlier, in Chapter T hree,> with regard to Freud’s
attitude towards religion and his confusion @nceﬂng the “mother-goddess”
expressed in “The Theme of the Three Caékets” (1913a), maternal embrace is
depicted as “simultaneously nurturé.nt, erotic, ghd deadly” (Jonte-Pace, 1996: 77).
Furthermore, in “‘The Uncarmy”’ (Freud, 1919), the fear of being buried alive while
appearing to be dead - according to Freud, “the most uncanny thing of all” - is then
connected to the pleasurable fantasy of return to the bliss of intra-uterine existence,
akin to the beginnings of life itself (Jonte-Pace, 1996: 79). Ironically, the comfort of
return to the o:‘iéina] sanctuary of the womb, and the sense of alienation associated
with fear of death, are botﬁ located in the body of the mother.

Sprengnether’s analysis further articulates an experience of otherness t}::ﬂ
seems to be "inherent in the human condition, a separateness that reaches back into \
the womb, to the beginning of life itself" (1990: 242). In short, oblivion, or M
Sprengnéthet calls "exile from consciousness," ends with conception itself. The
subsequent existence of plenitude, or oneness with the maternal body, simply begins

the journey out of exile into life - into beingness, corporeality, and, ironically, into
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consciousness of the inevitability of death. The maternal body, therefore, does not
ensure a safe haven from the human condition of mortality, but is, in reality; the "locus
for its inception," therefore signifying an originary and universal separation. This

separation;-says Sprengnether, suggests that:

the process of enculturation begins with the onset of life itself. To
perceive the body of the (m)other as a camnal metaphor for the
fundamental estrangement of Being also collapses the hierarchical
relationship between the Oedipal and preoedipal periods, or in Lacan's
terms. between the Imaginary and the Symbolic stages. From a
psychoanalytic point of viéw there cé_ases to b§ any justification for the

phallogocentrism of culture. (1990: 243)

Consequently, the mother's body is situated at the centre of a politics of sacred space,

which is, in turn, at the very heart of fear of femininity and oppression of women:

At the heart of phallogocentrism lies the terror as well as the certainty
of it own undoing. And this undoing is associated with the body of a
woman, who must be controlled, who must be prevented from
achieving a condition of power from which she can exercise this threat.
Like all systems of oppression, moreover, patriarchy mythologizes the
object of its dread, inventing ever new rationalizations in- terms of

“feminine psychology" for sustaining the status quo. (1990: 244.)
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Having constructed a myth of matgmal sacred space, patriarchy then either
denigrates or idealises (even worships) the mother as representative of the human
unconscious and, in Freudian terms, the death instinct. Psychoanalysig, as Efrat
Tseelon further points out, "has also taught us that desire is by deﬁnitibn unattainable
- it is always a yearning for a paradise lost. Thus paradoxicality is part of the human
condition. But the woman has become cultural signifier for it" (1995: 3). Since death
and woman together represent the eternal Other, the desirable but forbidden Oth;er,
then we can entertain the vain hope that if women are controlled, so too, will we at
last fulfil our desires and avoid the humén condition of corporeality and mortality. But
all human beings, women and men, experience this "estrangement of being" . and
inherit the inevitability of death just as we ente; life itsélf- life, desire, and death that
universally originate in the Body of a wornan, but bkelong to us all. Therefore, along
with Goldenberg, Sprengnether calls for a philosophy and psychology that does not
address the mysteries of life and death by separating the flesh from the spirit: "Rather
than fleeing, condemning, or idealizing the body of the (m)other, we need to
rec;ognize her in ourselves" (1990: 246). Sprengnether, I suggest has given profound
consideration to our second question of assessing how the mythology of the (m)other
and motherhood can be transformed on a symbolic level, thus opening the way to a
new metaphysics that does not deny the body and diminish the feminine, and does not,
asa cohsequehce, reinforce the oppression of women.

To sum up, the feminist theories addressed in Chapters Five and Six have all
served to contest the embodied sacred space of the mother that has been misconstrued
in western philosophy and psychoanalytic theory and abused in the external, social

arena of gender relations. The mythology of maternal sacred space constructed by
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psychoanalytic theory land associated with female sexuality, and therefore with all
women, arguﬁbly represents an ideological foundation for women's subordination
under patriarchy, whether it be in social, cultural, or religidus' bcontexts. The
contradictions revealed are manifold: The mofher is romanticised, idealis,ed,.and
sacraliséd, denying her a multifaceted subjeétivityvthat has the capacity for power and
activity, as well as love and comfort. But in contrast, the mother is denigrated for
~ passivity and naréissism, and feared as' a symbol of wish fulfilment and dependence
that stifles the progress of autonomous mascﬁlinity and culture,

In conclusion, I would argue that Benjamin's and ‘Spren’gn‘ether's theories
-interweﬁve to produce a transformation of the sacfed space of the mother in a way
~that recoversferﬁale subjectivity and human éxﬁerience of both body aﬁd spirit, as
well as integrating fhe polarities situated in the maternal body. Sprengnether
articulates maternal sacred space as a metaphor for the complex psychological and
spiritual experience of being human, which western philqsophical, religioué,
psychological, - and social systems haveA striven to control and repress from
conScionn‘ess. She analysés how this furﬁher represents a refusal to acknowledge that
the embodied space of the (m)other, as locus of life and death, is an integral part of
the‘pa’radox of beingv that all humans are destined to experience. Just as Benjamin
asserts that the ;'father" (or phallus), as metaphor for the external world of social
relations and activity; is not exclusively male, so too; does Sprengnether claim» that the
“mother" (or (m)other), as a metaphor for the locus of an estrangement of being, is
not exclusively female. And finally, just as Benjamin situates the paradoxicél human
need for both recogrﬁtion and independence ‘in an intersubjectiVe and transitional

sacred space that belongs to both male and female sUbjectiin’ty, so too, does
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Spre’ngr;ethervstress that the existential vestrangement of being - arguably an inner
sacred*spac':e - inherent in the human paradox of life and death, Has tp be called to
conaciousness as an integral part of both male and female subjectivity and experience.

~ The body of the mother and the institution of motherhood has copsistently
been articulated as a contested sacred space, imbued with religiously npanced '
intimations of sacriﬂCe and exile, unity and division. We have seen how the
sacralization of maternal space, particularly in psychqan'alytic discourse, has served to
reinforce the oppression of women in western patriarchal culture, but also how
copsciousiy constructed maternal discourse can empower women;s Subjectivity.
Finally, the possibilities for transforming this sacrad space in a way that transcends'
contested ownership betweep women and- menahave been glimpsed. Although the
‘emphasis so far has been on analysis of psychoanalytic and feminist images of the
- matepna] body and mothephood that produce aiverse and contaﬁted notipns of sacred
space, the influence of religious conceptions and myth'ological images of phé mother
have been felt as an underlying "spectr_ " presence. In Chapters Seven and Eight I
intend to explore further how' these psychoanalytic and feminist images of fhe' mother
as sacred space are implicitly associated with»the human project of religivon and offer
important resources for understanding explicitlyl religious maternal images. In cpntrast
to the western context of psychoanalysis and psychoanalytic feminism, I intend to
study the goddess figures of Hindu myth as an alternative resource for transforming |

the sacred space of the mother.
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CBAFPTER SEVEN: THE DIVINE FEMININE

So far, in summary, it has been argued that conceptions of motherhood and
the maternal body in western patriarchal culture represent a liumanly—produced
politics of sacred space contested on the field of gender relations. An entrenched
maternal ideology conceives motherhood as nothing short of a sacred institution to
which women are called. Once she has answered the "sacred calling" the mother, as
self-sacrificing convert, is expected to fulfil the expectations of this androcentric
ideology which repudiates maternal subjectivity and agency in the world.
Furthermore, I have argued that psychoanalytic theory has served to support such an
ideology, revealing that Freud's "dark contineni“ of femininity shrouded the figure of
the mother in mystery and suffused the maternal body with enigmatic ambivalence. In
this patriarchal context, bqth the embodied mother herself and institutionalised
motherhood consfitute a polarised and contested sacred space. Being maternal space,
this unquestionably represents an exclusively feminine space but, paradoxically, it is a
space that is controlled and made sacrosanct by androcentric and masculinist
discourse. Therefore women are disempowered and denied ownership of this space,
frequently experiencing alienation from their own bodies and an authentic sense of
self. -

The maternal body, as represented in Freudian theory, can be defined as an
embodied space that is arguably sacralised by idealisation of the preoedipal dyad
(most notably, mother and son) and romanticisation of an all-encompassing maternal
plenitude. Through analysis of Winnicott's object relations theory, I have further

suggested that the social institution of motherhood represents a sacred space that
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embraces the maternal body, maternal "holding" of the infant, and the transitional
space between mother and child. But the humanly-produced sacredness of this space
relies on the ideology of the "good enough mother," and consequently, I have then
argued, does not necessarily serve to‘enhance maternal subjectivity and empower
women's agency.

It has been discovered, to the contrary, that freudian and post-Freudian
theories cast the feminine as "(m)Other"‘and'the mether as object, subservient to the
masculine world of language and culture accessed onty through the QOedipus and
castration complexes. As Lacan asserts, the phallus plays the active part in the
construction of the subject by precipitating separatioh from the maternal 'Irnaginary
and progression into the paternal sociosytnbelic Qrdei'. As pointed out by many
psychoanalytic feminist theorists, maternal subjectivity of any kind is denied, let alone
the mltltiple subjectivity that has been affirmed through fenﬁni;t maternal discourse.

The objectiﬁcation and subordination of the feminine and ef women,-we recall,
have been founded on binary oppo_sitions where "woman plays man's primary other."
The figure of the preoedipal mother becomes (m)Other, or the unconscious, as
representative of human’ desire that is eterrially unfulfilled. Most pertinent, perhaps,
are the gendered divisions generated by an androcentric worldviewk that places mind
over body; trartscendence over immanet\ce; culture over nature; tind the active over
the passive. These oppositions, feminists have argued, separate and exclude the
-feminine and women from culture and generate relationships of male dominance end
female eubrtlission witltin a patriarchal order.

It is these gendered contradictions that are at twork in psychoanalytic

representations of the preoedipal mother, encapsulated and imprisened in an "othered"
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and reified sacred space of the body, a sacred space constituted by the self-sacrificing
mother. Such a conception of maternity is deemed to be natural, where the mother's
desire is passively subordinated to the needs of the infant. Thus, maternal subjectivity
is subdued, and the sacred space of the mother and motherhood is claimed by the
masculine, at once idealised as the fountain of nurturance for human survival, only to
be denigrated, sacrificed, and rejected for the social world of the father. What
emérges from this polarised psychoanalytic vision of female development is that the
"feminine" in all of us, women and men, has to be sacrificed for the onward journey to
autonomy and individuation. In order to be able to sacrifice what is idealised as
plenitude and fulfilment has of course, to be denigrated and denied as narcissistic and
oppressive, fof it is hardly possible to rejed what is loved and desired. And so, from
that point onwards, we can begin to uﬁtangle the threads of a maternal fabric woven
out of paradox and contradiction.

To this end, therefore, psychoanalytic feminists have critically analysed and
contested these exclusionary oppositiong that deny the feminine and maternal
subjectivity, albeit from widely differing theoretical viewpoints. In short, several
feminist writers - for example, Benjamin, Goldenberg, Rich, and Sprengnether - have
striven to collapse the gehdered binary oppositions that perpetuate male dominance.
However, their scrutiny of psychoanalytic theory has brought to light just as many
internally contradictory oppositions which are said to coexist within the space of the
maternal body and motherhood. The contradictions that come to mind are: ’fulkﬁlment
and loss; birth and death; love and aggression; sacrifice and narcissism. But Freud, for
instance, as argued by Sprengnether, found these contradictions and the mystery of

femininity, impossible to resolve. Therefore, in terms of their persistent, if spectral,
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présen(:e in the figure 6f the preoedipal mother, Freud most often chose to repress
~ them.

If these internal and apparently contradictory attributes are recovered and
repossessed By kwomen, it has been suggested, a multi-faceted maternal subjectivity -
might be reclaimed. I would argue that this feminist project, rooted in a politics‘of
sacred space, consistently brings us back to the maternal body. While some feminiéts,
such as Rich, Irigaray, and Kristeva seek to "write the body" and reconstruct a

separate feminine space in which to reinstate maternal subjectivity and an active
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female sexuality, others show how these paradoxes of human life reside in the very
fact of human embodiment itself - female and male; Both nature and culture can only
'be experienced through embodiment, says Fla.);:, and Paula Cooey argues, moreover,
that embodiment is constructed through a "socionatural process" generated by the
interweaving energies of the embodied subject's creativity on the one hand and

cultural determinism on the other. Goldenberg, too, has wondered why we flee our

bodies in the first place and why, as a résult, we have somehow construed that this

problem of embodiment, reproduction, and mortality belong only to the female sex.

The nostalgic longing to return tg maternal plenitude and our mourning for its loss,
concludes Sprengnether, are human fantasies. She insists, correctly, I think, that the

embodied (m)other, as site of polarisation and paradox, is a metaphor for human

L S

subjectivity and the "estrangement of being" that “resides in our very flesh" and is
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experienced by us all, both women and men. | P
.Sprengnether,’ therefore, calls for a new metaphysics that will provide the
potential for further symbolic understanding of human subjectivity and embodiment.

Cooey, too, more explicitly extends this inquiry to the arena of religion, addressing
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the problem of how cultural and rerligious symbol systems both create and are created
by the embodied and gendered subject. In recalling these issues, then, in the context of
the sacred, it could be argued that anything, including the body aﬁd gmbodied épace,
can ultimately only be s#ﬁralised within the paradigm of religious belief and practice.
This chapter will therefore expand analysis of matemal s#cred space to symbolisation

of the feminine and the maternal in religion, most particularly, religious myth. For it is

myths, according to Carl Jung, that function as the building blocks of reality, that

connect mind to body, matter to spirit, people to their experiences (see Goldenberg,

1979b: 48).

In this regard I therefore intend to return to imaginihgs ofA the Goddess as

; ) .

representative‘ of the feminine and the matemé,l, drawing on two areas of religious
studies: First, and briefly, critique of psychoanalytic views of religion and God will be
extended to the reconstruction of the feminine as sacred in the context of ferninist
"thealogy" ahd recovery of the Goddeés. Second, and most importantly, I will turn to
| Hindu go‘ddeés myths as an alternative and living source for exploring maternal sacred
space. I intend to invejstigate Where and in what ways Hindu goddess ﬁgures represént
divine embodiment of sacred space within which reside the polarised and often |
paradpxjcal characteristics discovered so far in maternal spﬁce. Thé argument that
polaﬁty and paradox isb not denied and repressed in Hindu fnyth but is,. in fact,
symbolised;and made conscious in the gendered deities of Hindu religious tradition
Qill be buréued. Althougﬁ the Goddess, in various forms and most particularly as |
divine mother, is worshipped and expeﬁenced by Hindus as ksub'stantVially sacred, I will
also argue that she is implicated in a humanly-produced politics of sacred space that is

reflected in human society. Similarly, gendered divisions such as mind and body;
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nature and culture; immanence and transcendence; action and passivity will surely be
found to play their part in the cosmic dance between the divine and human worlds of
Hindu thought. But most importantly, post-paﬁ‘iarchal readings of Hindu
- representations of the feminine will be engaged to enrich feminist resources for
reconciling those gehdered divisions and resolving the polarisation of the feminine
articulated through oppositions such as loss and fulfilment; birth and death; love and

~ aggression; narcissism and sacrifice.

7.1  PSYCHOANALYSIS, FEMINIST SPIRITUALITY, AND GODDESS

RELIGION |

Freud, by‘all accounts a devout atheist, defined religion - in the context of
western, monotheistic religious traditions - as an obsessional neurosis or a symbol of
~ the childhood of humankind, through which the oedipal drama is ritually enacted at
the level of cultore (Jones, 1990: 1-2). As a consequence of guilt and remorse for the
original act of parricide that is continually resymbolised and re-experienced in the
instinctual life of every boy during the oedipal process, the ultimate patriarch, God,
comos to be idealised and worshipped at the collective level by his “children." Freud's
view of religion, therefore, is founded on the template of individual psychosexual
development and the early instinctual life of the child, thus advancing "a biological
hermeneutic of the sacred" (Jones, 1990: 2). Furthermore, as articulated in Freud's
The Future of an Illusion, dependence on the power of God has served to remove
human foar of death, providing the illusory hope of moving beyond the confines of the

flesh to immortality and protection against the exigencies of nature.
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Religion, then, according to Freud's psychoanalytic paradigm was another
form of transference, a replay of ghildhood's desires and fears projected onto the blank
screen of God the father (Jones, 1990: 35). As source of comfort and defence against
human wéakness in the face of nature's destructive power, Freud could not deny the
benefits of religion and God as a surrogate for the strong and protective father. But in
the modern age in which he lived and worked, he saw that religion no longer
effectively assuaged the discontents of western civilisation: "An heir to the
Enlightenment, Freud assumed that atheism was norrnativé and religion was but a
vestige of the childhood of humankind" (Jones, 1990: 1). For Freud, religious beliefs
were wish-fulfilments and illusions: "They are ill»usions, fulfilments of the oldest,
strongest and most urgent wishes of mankiﬁd. The secret of their strength lies in the
strength of those wishes" (1927: 30). The tenacity and perpetuation of these false
ideas and wishes, Freud therefore concluded, ultimately signified neurosis (Sorenson,
1990: 211). Our only hope for curing the ills of society and the human heaﬁ, Freud
believed, lay in the intellect, in rational thought and scientific endeavour.

Recalling Van Herik's analysis, it was argued in Chapter Two that Freud's
theory of religion is inextricably interwoven with his theory of gender. Religious
devotion, most particularly in Christianity, to a loving, caring God, was typified by
Freud as illusory wish fulfilment akin to the characteristics of femininity, defined as
attachment to and dependence on the father, as well as "a weak superego, a poorly
developed sense of morality, a vrestn’cted intellect, opposition to cultural advance, and
insufficient respect for reality" (Van Herik, 1982: 192). Judaism, however, fared
better in Freud's religious hierarchy, representing masculine resolution of the Oedipus

complex in which paternal restrictions and renunciation of wish-fulfilment are
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internalised as a strong superego. But for Freud, even the attainment of normal
masculinity has to be surpassed in order to fulfil his own dream of ideal masculinity -
arguably an equally tenacious illusion - and absolute renunciation of oedipal
attachments. Only this path would herald intellectual primacy and make his hope i'or a
scientific stage psychically possible in a "postpatemai universe" (Van Herik, 1982:
193).

However, turning once more to psychoanalytic 'object relations theory, a
different view of religious phenomena in terms of transference, femininity, and illusion
can be detected. Winnicott in particular understood illusion as a positive and essential
element of the individual self's transition ti) reality,’ "encouraging people to play with
and shape reality through illusory experiences" (Sorenson, 1990: 215). He offered a
relational model of development of selfhood in interaction with objects, in other
words, with other selves and the external world. An original transitional space of play
between mother and child was defined by. Winnicott, where the child imbues
“transitional obj‘ects“ (such as special toys) with iimer, secret meanings as well as
external "real" characteristics, using these objects as a medium for growing awareness
and experience of separation from the mother. This space, therefore, is intrinsically
related to the feminine and the maternal body, founded on trust in the dependable and
safe space of the vmother where the child learns to play alone in the presence of
another. It is the later but similarly interactive and transitional space between internal
and external reality, between subjectivity and objectivity, that is maintained in adult
life as an “interinediate area of illusory eicpetience" which provides the locus for
creative, qultural, and religious experience (Sorenson, 1990: 215-6). If is, ina sense; a

"third space” that bridges the gap between self and other, between inner and outer
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worlds, giving the individual the potential to transform creatively what exists
independently in external reality by infusing some of her or his inner reality into it

(Flax, 1990: 119).

.
—

Religious experience, then, from an object relations point of view, belongs in]i
this transitional space where human beings can transcend duality and emerge renewed |
and inspired to creat'ivity. This psychoanalytic explanation of the source of religiosity,
I would argue, dovetails with one of the foundations of this thesis, stated from the
outset, that religion represents ways of experimenting in being human, involving the
negotiation of meaning and power in human relations (Chidester, 1991: xiii).
According to James Jones, Winnicott construes that it is in this transitional state of
awareness‘that the sacred is encountered (1990\:‘ 133). Anita Sorenson, too, points out
that in contrast to Freudian theory's denial of the possibility of God as a "viable
object," object relations posits God, psychologically, as an illusory “transitional
object" that offers a positive and productive means for healthy indiﬁduation: "Rafher
than every religious illusion dying of disenchantment as a person's mind matures, one's
religious beliefs undergo continuous transformation and r'evision, simultaneous with
other developmental progres‘s";(Sorenson, 1990: 216).

Furthermbre, and again in contradistinction to Freud's oedipal hermeneutic of
religion, the prototype for religiéus experience, from Winnicott's perspective, resides
in preoedipal métema] space and connection with the maternal body. As Diane Jonte-
Pace points out, object relations theory implies that "the psychological capacity for
religious experience lies in the reiational maternal-infant matrix out of which a sense
of selfhood and otherness emerges” (cited in Sered, 1994: 73). Jones argues that an

object relations approach to religion has the potential to replace the masculine,
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oedfpal dynamic of distance and separation that gives rise to “anti-body" and "anti-
Woman’f religions,‘ with a preoedipal dynamic of connection rooted in our first
, relatidnshi;; with the maternal body. This hermeneutic of connection, he continues,
generates a vision of lifejgiving interactions - between individuéls, between
humankind and nature, between human beings and the divine - whether expressed in a
“psychoanalysis of empathic attunement, the physics of quantum interconnectedness,
or a spirituality of embodiment" (1992: 359). It is in just such a fluid and 6rganic
cosmology imagined by Jones that the Goddess surely has 2 place, a place to which I
will shortly return. |

An unbroken thread, 1 Would argue, can be traced through the territories of
- psychoanalysis, feminism, and the recovery of lreli'gious belief and practice associated
with "the Goddéss." Naomi Goldenberg's work,*perhaps, has done more than any to
tease out, analyse, and weave this thread into the study of religion and western culture
‘in ways that counteract patriarchal denigration of the body, women, and the earth. In
Changing of the Gods: Feminism and the End of Traditional Religion (1979b)
Goldenberg anticipates the eﬁd of patriarchal religions as we know them, such as
Judaism and Christianity, and, following Mary Dalfs groundbreaking and
revolutionary text Beyond God the Father (1973), foresees the death of the "great
 male gods." She devotes her text, and much of her later work, to creative visions and
analysis of possible alter;natives.

For Goldenberg, it is, ironically, Freud who has led the way to understanding
such a religious revolution in his indictment of western religions and fathef-gods that
keep human believers in childlike dependence and intellectual stasis. Such dependence

on divine paternal authority, she argues, only exacerbates women's “already
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complicated Oedipal situation" (1979b: 35). Despite the express misogyny of much of
Freud's gender theory, not to mention his difficulties with imagining a place in history
for mother-goddesses and matriarcﬁy, his ideas abo.utk religion, Goldenberg suggests,
can be appropriated by feminist theory to encourage women "to outgrow Oedipal
-dependence on paternal authority whéther that autho‘rity is embodiea in a paternalistic
husband or father god" (1979b: 35).

As we recall from her thinking about the mind/b"ody split, Goldenberg, like
Jones (1990), turns to Winnicott's object relations paradigm for ways to reunite
psyche and soma in the quest for individuation and, more specifically, to find a way
back to the body and the feminine. She appear§ reluctant to integrate explicitly
religious discourse and "the sacred" into object relé.tions theory, at least, if that
sacredness in any way signifies transcendence of embodied experience and the human
world. In this regard, Goldenberg aligns herself with "Freud's irreverence as part of
his insistence that psychoanalysis be maintained as a secular inquiry that should treat
nothing as sacred, nothing as taboo" (1992: 349). Nonetheless, despite her assertion
of the seculdr nature’ of psychoanalysis - arguably to the extent of constructing
secularism itself as sacred - Goldenberg still holds the thread between psychbanalysis’,
feminism, and religion intact. In fact, John McDargh's comﬁentuy on. both L
Goldenberg's '(1993) and Jones' (1990) texts illuminates the religious aspect of the
thread, concluding | that both writers colour neo-psychoanlaytic theory with
soteriological intent: Goldenberg in her quest to bring an end to human ﬂight from the
flesh, and Jones in his fusion of relatedness with the sacred (1992: 392-5).

In her collection of essays in Resurrecting the Body: Feminism, Religion, and

Psychotherapy (1993), Goldenberg develops the thread in three main directions. First,
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it is argued that psychoanalytic therapy and feminist consciousness-raising groups are
made of the "same stuff," in their common cause of healing through the embodied
activity of talking, and its essential counterpart in the healing process, .listening (1993:
149-55). But it is a particular kind of speech used in both methods which gives voice
to the silenced, that is, a way of talking and listening that accesses the past and
liberates the repressed from the unconscious. Psychoanalysis and feminism together, I
would further argue, offer resources to recover an especially repressed constituent of
the unconscious, namely, maternal and female subjectivity. In sum, both
psychoanalytic and feminist discourses "lead back to the body through their insistence
on the importance and complexity of sexuality" (1993: 185). Goldenberg, and
arguably other feminist theorists such as lRich, Irigaray, and Kristeva point to a
"spirituality of embodiment" where awakening consciousness of our embodied nature
is salvific in itself. I would even argue that this direction of feminist theory, like Freud,
implies that psychoanaly;is ‘might adequately replace religion in fulfilling the human
search for meaning. But, unlike Freud, these writers are not suggesting displacing
religious experience for more androcentric, rétional, and scientific analysis of the
human condition, but rather for a practice that is empathic, relational, creative, and,
most importantly, embodied.

Second, and in spite of her critique of the infiltration of the sacred into object
relations theory, Goldenberg theorises how religious notions can be located in the
intersection of psychoanalysis and feminism, thereby completing the Alinking thread
(1993: 172-89). Not unexpectedly, the ground of her argument is the human body,'the
place that theology has shunned (1993: 173). In psychoanalysis, somatic history -

inseparable from psyche - provides the context for all knowledge and experience, and
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it is the flesh that "teems with past memories and wishes for the future. Body is
forever imaging its desires and forever elaborating its past” (1993: 179). It is these
desires that open a place for manifestations of the sacred in psychoanalysis, as
metaphor and personified images - in Goldenberg’s words, as "a myriad of gods,
gbddesses, nymphs, satyrs and spirits who have animated human imagination for
millennia" (1992: 353). But these images of the sacred remain immanent
representatives of the desire§ and imaginings of the human psyche-soma; not deities of
a transcendent, disembodied realm. Body, therefore, we are ‘reminded, is sacred space.
And it is feminist theory, in its recovery of the body and female sexuality and its
consequent revaluing of life in the flesh, that caﬁ mﬁdify the sexism of Freudian
discourse and the masculinist bias of psychoanalytic thgory.

Third, and finally, Goldenberg's vision of shared interest in the body is further
extended to extrapolation of a close link between contemporary psychoanalysis - most
specifically, object relations theory - and feminist thealogy (as opposéd to the
androcentric academic discipline of theology) or "the return of the Goddess" (1993:
190-209). It is here that visions of the sacred which do not deny the flesh find a place
in religious belief and experience. In Goldenberg's view, object relations theory and
Goddess religion share many focal points: past history as a source for meaning
(personal history and social prehistory); female images of power and desire (the
preoedipal mother and goddeés figures); the individual in a context of intersubjectivity
and community (psychotherapy and the Goddess movement); and fantasy as a central
and valid component of "rational’ thought (individual internal fantasy life and
collective goddess myth) (1993: 191). Either one, therefore, offers a viable altematiye

to patriarchal religions in fulfilling the purpose of infusing human life on earth with
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meaning and sacredness. “That which is repressed is now returning," says
Goldenberg, and “"when theology becomes thealogy, the metaphysical comes home to

the physical" (1993: 209); or, as I would suggest, to the sacred space of the mother.

7.2  IN SEARCH OF THE GODDESS

Searching for the roots of a universal prehistoric Goddess forms a prevalent
part of thealogical and ecofeminist writing and of women's studies within the
academic study of religion. As Dawne McCance has recently pointed out, religious
feminist criticism has taken shape as a "quest" and "the searcﬁ for lost voices, for
myths and symbols excluded from patriarchal t_radition, manifests itself as a 'quest for

m

the goddess™ (1990: 167). Archaeological and anthropological research, too, offers a
basis for debate around the existence of prehistoric matriarchies, Goddess worship,
and the "fall" into patriarchy. Evidence of a female cult in a sixth millennium BCE
urban centre of Anatolia, for example, is found in the frequently cited archaeological
research of Marijé Gimbutas in the area and British archaeologist James Mellaart's
excavations of the Catal Huyuk site (Barstow, 1989; Rich, 1986; Ruether, 1993;
Stone, 1979). A "new" history of prehistory is thus being produced to support
feminist critique of patriarchal, monotheistic religion and as a foundation for feminist
spiritual practice.

Ann Barstow's essay "The Prehistoric Goddess" (1989) examines evidence
pointing to traces of Goddess worship found to date as far back as 25000 BCE and
stretching from Siberia to southern Africa. Symbols of fertility or the "great mother”

appear to have been significant images for engendering trust in nature and confidence

in the survival of the human race. Although the ancient Goddess is manifested in



227

diverse images and roles, Barstow claims that she was fundamentally a single Goddess
- who symbolised the feminine as "the principle of power over life and death” (1989: 7-
8). She was the archetypal "Mother-Goddess," widely revered as the supreme deity
(Stone, 1982: 13). Furthermore, Barstow suggests "that early hunter-gatherer
societies, and even very early urban societies, may have developed systems of co-
operative male-fe‘male power and control, rather than the power of domination
inherent in the social structures of either patriarchy or matriarchy.

Lively feminist debate continues around the possible historical reality of
worship of a supreme Mother-Goddess, universal matriarchy; or a lost egaﬁtarian
ecofeminist paradise. Aécording to Margot Adler,.for' instance, it is the idea of past
~ matriarchy - in other words, the imagining of "\;vomen in power" - that is empoWering
and transformative for contemporary women (1982: 127-8). As Paula Webster also
points out, the real value of the "matriarchy debate" lies in the future, not necessarily
asa model for future society or even as a symbolic reference to past mythic glories,

“but in its rejection of power in the hands of men... It pushes women (and men) to

' One such debate, representative of this area of concern in the 1970s and early 80s, appears in The
Politics of Women's Spirituality (1982), between the editor, Charlene Spretnak, and feminist
anthropologist, Sally Binford (see pages 541-61). In brief, Binford argues that there is no evidence
to support the existence of prehistoric matriarchy and a supreme Mother Goddess. She challenges
what she regards as a tendency towards "myth as history” which, she argues, has generated a "New
Feminist Fundamentalism" - a religious phenomenon based on insupportable assumptions: "these
include the notion of matriarchy as a stage in cultural evolution, the equating of matrilineality
[where men generally still possess the power] with matriarchy, the romanticising of ‘natural' birth
control, and the assigning of unitary significance to art forms that appear in widely differing
contexts" (547). Spretnak’s counter-challenge addresses each of these points in detail, her main
argument, however, being that on the one hand there is an abundance of evidence collected by
archaeologists, classicists, and historians of religion that points to Goddess religions which pre-
dated patriarchal religions in many parts of the world; but on the other hand, she asserts, the
feminist scholars and writers, who Binford has criticised, readily accept that we do not yet have
adequate evidence to know if these societies were matriarchal or not. In a counter-response,
Binford identifies a danger for hard-won feminist aims in an alleged regression to biological
essentialist and stereotypical understandings of culturally defined sex differences (558). Spretnak,
however, counters that the artefacts and myths under discussion have produced images of female
power that serve to empower women and challenge stereotypical images of "femininity* (560).
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imagine a society that is not patriarchal" (1975: 155). Present-day matrilineal societies
are still generally oppressive to women, and prehistdric matnarchy, if it existed at all,
may not have been universal, but, argues Adler, "there is plenty of evidence of
societies where women held greater power than they do now" (1982: 134).

The subtly different narrative of an egalitarian, peaceful, agrarian, gynocentric
world that was violently overthrown by patriarchal pastoralists and the advent of
élassical civilisation, has also been challenged by some feminist Writers (Ruether,
1993: 143-55). Recalling Freud's problems with situating matriarchy and the mother-
goddesses in human history, questions still remain today concerning the significance
and alleged centrality of a prehistoric Mother-Godldess. Rosemary Radford Ruether,
among others (for example, Rich, 1986: 84-101), rightly urges caution in accepting
wholesale a romanticised and idealised picture of matricentric history. Joan B.
Townsend (1990) more radically criticises feminist nostalgia for "an ancient, unified
religion of the Goddess as historic fact" that underpins the contemporary Goddess
movement's aspiration to enhance women's status in western society. This quest,
argues Townsend, fits more readily into the framework of "revitalisation movement
theory with nativistic and millenarian elements" (1990: 179). Her analysis of the
archaeological evidence suggests that it has been misinterpreted in order to construct
a myth of a golden age that has been passed off as historical fact. Townsend asserts

that the evidence in fact refutes the validity of "the existence of a ‘universal' or

2 Chapter 6, "Paradise Lost and the Fall into Patriarchy,” in Rosemary Radford Ruether's Gaia and
God: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing (1993: 143-72) offers a balanced, contemporary,
and informative account of this conlinuing debate. The positions of various feminist writers,
creation theologians, archaeologists, paleoanthropologists, and anthropologists are succinctly and
clearly set out and analysed.
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Mediterraqean/European-wide Goddess religion, which is claimed to have existed
from the Upper Palaeo‘lithic through the Neolithic and beyond" (1990: 196).
However, in response to this critique, it can be argued that a body of ancient
myths of the Goddess across diverse cultures does exist - myths that surely reflect the
environments out of which they emerged and the mindé of the people who created
them ('Rich,l 1986: 92). In any event, "feminist reconstruction of a past which has been
stolen from us” (Christ, 1987: 66) - whether historical fact or not - as well as research
into cross-cultural Goddess myth, provide symbols that revalue the body, the
feminine, and the earth, thus serving to empower women in religious practice and
spiritual life.* Carol Christ insists that it is what tﬁe past has to offer women in the
present that is important and echoes Goldenﬁerg’s call for return to the body and

acceptance of the feminine and mortality:

What is significant here is the meaning of the re-emergence of the
symbols of God the Mother and the Goddess today. Whatever God the
Mother and the Goddess may have meant} in the ancient cultures, today
God the Mother and the Goddess symbolise the emerging power of
women, the celebration of the powers of the female body, and an
acceptance of hurnanldnd‘s rooting in nature and finitude. It seems to
me that these three issues - female power, the female body, and

finitude - have been consistently denied in Western religion and that

3 See: Carol Christ (1979; 1983; 1987); Christine Downing (1984); Elinor Gadon (1989); Naomi
Goldenberg (1993); Merlin Stone (1979).
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the symbol of the Goddess forces recognition more clearly than any

other symbol. (Christ, 1983 249)

True or not, just as Adler advocates the transformative poWer of imagining
matriarchy, Merlin Stone imagines a time when "at the very dawn of religion, God
was a woman" - a symbolic memory, whether fact or fantasy, which, she argues, can
only benefit women and men alike in transforming patriarcﬁal society (1979: 120). In
terms of religious phenomena, perhaps what We see in process here is the construction
of a new rﬁythology and a new sacred history and their integration into contemporary
consciousness. |

Innovative reconstruction of ritual practice, as well as myth, has also been in
process. The feminist concern with spirituality and the retrieval of significant
participation and power for women and female symbols in religion in the western
world, particularly in America, has led to an active women's spiﬁtuality movement
from the early 1970s.* After ten years of social scientific study of the American
feminist spirituality movement, Cynthid Eller sees it as a flourishing movement, always
fluid and dynamic, and unique in its diversity and non-institutionalisation: "It is a
spontaneous, grass-roots merment with no overarching organisation, no system of
leadership, and no fegular‘ised form of membership. It draws on many religious

traditions, but answers to none" (Eller, 1993: 3). Some feminists have been willing to

* Charlene Spretnak's The Politics of Women's Spirituality (1982) offers a useful and wide-ranging
collection of essays on feminist spirituality and Goddess religion, myth, and history by a variety of
feminist authors. The issue of women's spirituality as a political force is also addressed in this
volume. The essays particularly provide the reader with insight into the early discourse of the
feminist spirituality movement in the 1970s. For more recent analysis of the feminist spirituality
movement in America, see Cynthia Eller's sensitive and thorough social scientific study, Living in
the Lap of the Goddess (1993).
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remﬁin within their owﬁ religious traditions, for example, Christianity and Judaism, in
order to work for change from within. Other groups of women have returned to
ancient "pagan” rites, cﬂling themselves witcheé or members of the sisterhood of the
Wicca. Their beliefs and n'tual‘s symbolise human unity With the rhythms of nature and
the body and, for some, the myths of the Goddess in her various forms gﬁide‘their
practice. As Goldenberg points out, "the entire earth is conceptualised as the body of
the Goddess and thus is sacred" (1993: 201). Starhawk, for example, a prominent
leader and writer in the cohtemporary American Wicca movement, emphaﬁises that
the Goddess is not understood as anthropomorphic in nature but as the primary
symbol of what has been lost - spiritual power, the harmony of nature, and the
sacredness of the body and sexuality (1979: 7-9). Furthermbre, although reverence for
nature, women, and the feminine constitutes an almost universal feature of feminist
spiritual practice, not all practiﬁoners worship goddesses or the Goddess'(Eller, 1993:
3-5). As Eller succinctly sums up, " “Feminist spirituality's unique contribution to
individual women is empowerment, and empowerment in a particular form:
empowerment as a woman" (1993: 208).

However, from a theoretical perspective, there are an infinite number of
ancient goddesses who populate diverse mythologies across many different cultures.
Feminists and thealogians in search of meaningful forms of religious expression and
expén’ence have clearly been prepared to change from patriarchal religious traditions
to innovative and creative forms of reiigious paradigms devoted to the Goddess. The
questién remains, however, as to whether women should seek out appropriate ancient
goddess myths from their own cultural territories, or whether a dynamic and fluid

cultural interchange is called for. For example, Amen'can scholar of religion and
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thealogian Carol thrist relates her persenal journey, whieh led her to study the history
and meanings of Greek goddesses and their myths (1987: 57-66).‘ At first sensing that
she might be misled in neglecting the resources of her own culture's Goddess history
and myth, she nonetheless found herself drawn to the ancient Greek goddesses as
ﬁ'nitﬁxl sources of meaning and fulfilment, in both her spiritual and academic life
contexts.

In this spirit of feminist recreation of myth and ritual, the potential for
enriching cultural interchange among contemporary religions might also be explored.
As pointed out by C. Mackenzie Brown, "interest in feminine dimensions of
transcendence as revealed in mythologies, theologies, and cults'of goddess figures
throughout the world has been keen in recent"years, in the field of women's studies

and religious studies generally" (1990: ix). In accordance with such an impulse, 1

intend to turn to Hindu mythic images of the goddess as a transcultural living
resource for dis’covering maternal and feminine religious symbols. Rita Gross's essay
"Hindu Female Deities as a Resource for the Contempotary R’ediscoveryv of the
Goddess" (1989) definitively supports this avenue of inqniry. Asserting that "it is one
thing to know that the goddess must return and a;nother to know where to find her,"
Gross ai'gues that the hidden fernale imagery in Western religions and the "fascinating
goddesses of ‘the ancient world... represent a tiny imon& in a largely patriarchal

_tradition, or, in the case of the ancient goddesses, they are very removed from us”

(1989: 218). While outlining the potential pitfalls and dangers of misinterpretation in |
~ crossing the "cultural distance" between western and eastern forms of religion, Gross
nonetheless postulates that Hindu female deities provide a fruitful resource for

rediscovering the significance of the Goddess for women in religion: "if approached
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criticall; and carefully, and if intelligent selection and borrowing are utilised, the
Hindu goddesses can be the greatest stimulant to our imagination and to our
speculation about the meaniﬁg of the goddess" (1989: 218).

With care, therefore, and mindful of the high standards set, I venture to
become such a "borrower," in a search for symbolic meanings embedded in the divine
embodiment of maternal sacred space in Hindu myth. Bearing in mind that the Hindu
religious tradition represents just one such resource, among many others (for |
example, Buddhist traditions and African religions), I aim to show that the
polarisation and paraﬂox revealed in maternal sacred space, while remaining relatively
repressed in psychoanaiytic theory and western monotheism, are made explicit in the

goddess myths of Hinduism.

73 HINDU RESOURCES

India's rich diversity ‘of religious traditions that have come to be known under
the generic term of Hinduism have a long history of reédi]y including both feminine
and masculine aspects of the divine. As we shall see, the interaction and joining of the
two are deemed essential for the creation and sustenance of the universe. Female and
mgle» principles h.aveﬁ taken the form of géndered abstract concepts, mythic figures,
and most prominently, gods and goddesses. The ancient Vedic texts of the Aryan
invaders of north-west historic India, however, which were written down from around
1500 BCE and formed the foundation for later Hinduism, contained little reference to
female or goddess figures of any major signiﬁcance. Although the history of some of
the later Hindu goddess figures, for‘example,‘Sn' and Sarasvati, can‘be retraced to a

background presence in the Vedas, it was the great gods such as Indra, Agni, Soma,
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and Varuna who were central to Vedic myth and ritual and who dominated a vast
pantheon of male deities. Goddesses, although present, appeared to play a relatively
minor role in the Vedic vision of the divine compared with those great gods (Kinsley,
'1936a: 7, O‘Flaﬁeny, 1986: 130).

Nonétheless, the female deities of India do have a pre-Vedic history of their
own. Archaeological evidence has unearthed figurines and seals portraying female
figures dating from as far back as the second millennium BCE, figures that are.
thought to have had widespread and popular religious significance for the pre-Aryan
Indus Valley civilisation (Kinsley, 1986a: 212-20). These goddesses, if such they
were, appeared to be closely connected with ammals and the fertility of crops and
looked benign in nature. Interpretations of these female figures, based on available
evidence, has to be tentative at best and they perhaps bear little relation to the
goddesses of later Hinduism who appear in post-Vedic mythology. But in aﬁy event, it
is reasonable to conclude that goddesses or, at least, the feminine principle, were |
strongly felt on the subcontinent of India for as far back as we can imagine.

Inasmuch as goddesses constituted a shadowy presence in the Vedic age,
however, by the 5th century CE, the great Goddess, known as Devi (and many other
names), had become a cehtral’ﬁgure in post-Vedic Sanskrit myth. To a certain extent,
she supplanted Brahma's position, alongside Vispu and Siva, as one of the three main
deities who were worshipped as ultimate reality or the supreme being in pan-Indian.
Hinduism (Kearns, 1992: 191-4). The emergence of the Hindu tradition of bhakti, or
devotion to a personalised deity, was rooted in the great epics, the Rdmdyana and the
Mahabhdarata, dating from approximately 300BCE to 300CE. But it was in the

medieval period from about the 5th to the 16th centuries CE that theism and the
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practice of bhakti came to full fruition, becoming successfully integrated into the
orthodox Brahmanic tradition and woven into the myths and precepts of the major
Purdnas (ancient stories) of the period. Although Vaisnavism aﬁd Saivism were
already emergent and flourishing devotional sects in the India of the early centuries of
the second millennium, the 6th century CE saw the blossoming of Saktism, worship of
the Goddess as sakti (power) and supreme deity, Devi.’ As the Purdnas developed
over this era, myths and stories with a cast of thousands of greater and lesser deities
and demons were told and endlessly retold. This retelling was also perpetuated in the
vernacular literature of the various regions of India, such as the poems, songs, and
piays written by the ecstatic poet-saints of medieval times.

The development of Hindu goddess wofship during this period generated a
theological precept - supported by texts, myth, and ritual - that "the ultimate reality in
the universe is a powerful, creative, active, transcendent female being" (Kinsley,
1986a: 133). Most scholarshipon Hindu goddesses, in fact,” approaches them as
“different manifestations of an underlying feminine principle or an overarching great
goddéss" (Kinsley, 1986a: 4). The earliest classical Sanskrit text devoted to
celebration of Devi as ultimate reality - and still the most popular today - is the Devi-
Mahatmya ("Glorification of the Goddess," 6th century CE), a section of the
Markandeya-Purdna. This theological assumption tends to subsume and unify all
other Hindu goddess figures under one transcendent being. Kinsley explainé that this
is effected in two ways: Either a particular goddess, usually adopted for sectarian

purposes, is regarded as the supreme deity or consort of the highest (male) deity and

5 See Thomas J. Hopkins (1971), The Hindu Religious Tradition, for a history of Hindu theism,
bhakti, and textual sources (Chapters 6 and 7).
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all others are understobd as parts of her; or, one transcendent great Goddess is
approached as the formless, abstract conception of ultimate reality, according to
Hiﬁdu understanding, and all goddesses are subsumed under her as her various
manifestations (1986a: 132-3).

.These two paths, which are available either for worship or for study of the
divine feminine in Hinduism, dpplyjust as much in sectarian devotion to any particular
significant male deity. However, as Kinsley further points out, each of the major male
deities of Hindu tradition is also accorded an individual coherent mythology and
theological meaning. Likewise, Kinsley then insists, has each of the many significant
goddess figures, although these deities havevreceived far less attention from this
perspective in religious studies scholarship and theological analysis. The myths a.ndv
symbols associated with each individual goddess therefore deserve to be studied for
what she can teach us, not only about Hindu sbciety and religion but also concerning
human life and relationships in general. |

In summary,vfor the particular purposes of fhis thesis, I intend to explore how
gendered principles and goddess myths in the classical Sanskrit texts of the Hindu
tradition articulate the symbolisation of gender and the ambiguities and polarisation of
female and maternal sacred space. Consequently, I would argue that all approaches to
the study of the divine feminine in Hinduism are relevant for this project. In any event,
I aim td éxtrapolate and analyse particular polarities thatAexist and are expresséd ’
within the context of the diviné feminine and diﬁne mother in Hindu myth, whether
inherent in the attributes of one goddess figure or between different goddess figures
as attributes, so to speak, of the one, great Goddess. There ére, however, underlying

feminine principles that arguably form a foundation for the history of the divine



237

feminine and the great Goddess in Indian religious tradition. These will provide a
fruitful springboard for uncovering ambiguity and péradox in female sacred space in

Hindu tradition.

74 SAKTI, PRAKRTI, MAYA

"S‘akti means power: fof the Hindu, power is the criterion of divinity, and
consequently everything that exhibits power is revered and worshipped”
(Klostermaier, 1990: 145). Grammatical:ly feminine, s’aktj is also construed as the
female principle in Hinduism, the primal, creative power out of 'which everything
arises - in short, the "cosmic mother," source of ali creation. Sakti is the enefgy that
creates, maintaiﬁs, and destroys the material universe. This absfract concep‘ition of
female activating energy has become inextricably associated with the great GodJ’dess of
Puranic times (Devi-Mdhdtmya 1.63; see Coburn, 1991: 32-84).° In the popular
paradigm of glorification of Devi, sakti is exalted' as the acti\}e dimension of Brahman,
the Absolute, or as ultimate reality itself, As such, the Goddess is also associated with
the equally female, cosmic pﬁnciple of materiality and all manifest creation, prakrti. )

2B

Furthermore, she is maya, the illusory aspect of Brahman's creative power and the \ W
i
materiality which that power engenders, thus linked to and linking both jalcihidj
prakrti (Pintchman, 1994: 3).
. From the more philosophical perspective of Hindu tradition, as expressed in

- Samkhya philosophy, Advaita Vedanta, and the spiritual teachings of yoga, prakrti

and mdya essentially project negative connotations (Kinsley, 1986a: 135). Maya

S All references to the Devi-Mahatmya will be taken from Thomas Coburn's translation of the text in
Encountering the Goddess (1991: 32-84).
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represents the veil of ignorance and delusion, the changeable and impermane’nt power
of creation that hides the unchanging nature of Brahman. Similarly, captured in a

| dualistic consiruct, prakrti, or "nature," is the pol(ar oppcsite of pizru.ga, or "pure
spirit.” According to Samkya philosophy, the two represent opposing ontological
principles, continually interwoven in a creative tension that renders thern inseparable,
the one always reflected in the other. Purusa, as pure witness conscionsncss, although
inactive and devoid of creative energy, is nevertheiess essential as a cataiyst for the |
evolution of prakrti and the creation of the universe (Pintchman 1994; 86-7).

In spite of the fcct that these two principles are grammatically feminine and
masculine respectively, the classical philoso;iiiical texts do not necessarily
conceptualise prakrti as an explicitly fernininc principle. However, as Pintchman
argties, prakrti is the source of materiai creation and thus clearly symbolises - at a
cosmic level - a matemal, reproductive function (1994: 87). Furthei‘more, in the
Puranas, pralqti and purusa are articulated as the female and malei aspects of
Brahman, or ultimate reality, who splits into matter and spirit in order to initiate
creation. For' example, prakrti becomes unequivocally identiﬁedv with the great
goddess, Devi (Devi-Mahdtmya 1.59; 5.7), while purusa is similarly identified with
~ the great god, Siva (Liriga-purana 2.11.4; see Kinsley, 1986a: 58).

It would appear all too easy to presume a replication of the westcm religions

and philosophical history of dualistic thinking and gendered binary oppositions, where

male is to female as mind (or spirit) is to body, and culture is to nature. Prakrti
represents the web of materiality in which the spiritual seeker becomes enmeshed.
Both prakrti and mdya, therefore, denote obstacles on the path to moksa (ultimate

spiritual liberation), generating ignorance and unconsciousness. Thus, in this
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spiritually unconscious state, human beings mistake the phenomenﬂ nature of this
materiai world for absolute reality. But when divinely embodied as the great Goddess,
these abstract principles, and the phenomenal existence they signify, take on a
religiously positive connotation as objects of worship and reverence. In the popular
Hindu bhakti tradition in which Devi is worshipped as the ground of all being, life and
creation are affirmed and celebrated (Kinsley, 1986a: 136). As Klostermaier puts it,
Hindu goddess religion "takes the reality of this world very seriously and resists all
attempts of more idealistic systems, such as Advaita Vedanta, to considef the world as

illusion" (1990: 14). Kinsley, more poetically, also asserts:

As Sakti, prakrti, and maya, the Devf is portrayed as an overwhelming
presence that overflows itself, spilling forth into the creation, suffusing
the world with vitality, energy, and power... She is the source of
v creaturéé - their mother - and as such her awesome, vital power is

- revered. (1986a: 136)

Sakti, prakrti, and mdyd are therefore understood as impersonal,k transcendent, |
cosmic principles that are identified with the great Goddess and her personified
goddess forms, a point that will be reifefated and clarified in the following analysis bf
p‘articular goddess ﬁgures. Ail three principles become represented as embodied, not
only "on tf]e divine level in different individual goddesses, who are also said to be
multifarious expressions of the Great Goddess," but also, as Pintchman indicates, "on
the human level in the essential nature of women. The category 'feminine' or

'femaleness' encompasses all of these levels" (Pintchman, 1994: 2-3). As C.
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Mackenzie Brown similarly points out, the Devi-Mahatmya, a text dedicated to
glorification of the Goddess, declares that "every woman... is a portion of the
’Goddess, and she abides in all beings in form of the mother" (Brown, 1990: 216).
-Moreover, as abstract symbols of creative energy, nature, and the birth of the material
universe, sakti, prakrti, and mdyd arguably reinfonfce the association of "female" ﬁth
- “nature" and the maternal function of reproduction. Thus, I would'argue, in becoming
articulated as embodied cosmic principles that représent the maternal creative function
- both on divine and human levels - sakti, praketi, and mdya can be understood as

symbols of maternal sacred space.

75  VEDAS
The abstract, philosophical, and gendered principles of sakti, prakrti, and

mdya in the Hindu tradition, however, have a more ancient history - one that is
suffused with complex meanings and a:ﬁbiguitiés. These principles Anot only formed a
philosophical ahd theological foundation for the powerful and persdnalised Goddess
tradition, as articulated in the Puranic texts, but they also emerged out of a preceding
history of Vedic goddess mythology. At this juncture, therefore, I intend to take a
regressive excursus in order to examine the ways in which the Vedic goddess figures
initiated the production of a fundamental and multifaceted feminine principle, which
continued to underpin Hindu 'devotion'to’ the Goddess in the medieval period, and
even to this day in contemporary Hinduism.

" Despite the fact that goddess figures display only a shadowy presence in the
Vedas and were overshadowed by the major Vedic gods, the notion of a fertile source

of energy that is undeniably feminine forms a consistent motif in the texts. The Rg-
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Vedé, in fact, tells of séveral goddesses of great power, although the hymns devoted
to them are few and they are certainly outnumbered by the male deities of the
pantheon (OFlaherty, 1980: 79). But just as Sprengnether's transformative
interpretation of the "spectral mother" retrieves Freud's preoedipal mother from the
unconscious to r‘éveal her power, so too does a "maternal" power emerge from the
shadows to take a place - even if secondary to the gods - in the Vedas.

The myths contained in the ancient Vedic texts repeatedly imply that
numeroﬁs goddesses and female symbols were associated with cosmogonic functions
and cosmological structures signifying creative power and materiality (Pintchman,
1994: 17). Although these associations were hot always formally articulated,
Pintchman argues that the idea of abstract female principles begins to take form in
these texts (1994: 19). This is especially evident in Vedic cosmogonic myths, where
goddess figures frequently seem to symbolise an underlying feminine principle that is
linked to creative power, natural phenomena,-and the material universe.

The Vedas themselves, the sacred texts which form the foundation of the
orthodox Brahmanical canon, comprise four main classes: Samhitds (ca. ISM .
BCE), Brahmanas, ca. 1100-800 BCE; Aranyakas, ca. 1000-800 BCE; an
Upanisads, ca. 800-300 BCE. The Samhitas comprise the Rg, Yajur, Sama, and
Atharva, of which the oldest, the Rg-Veda Samhita, provides the most fruitful
mythological material for study of goddesses, being "a collection of mantras, or
hymns, celebrating deities,v divine presences, and powers" (Kinsley 1986a: 6). Several
of the Vedic goddesses, in both cosmogonic and cosmological contexts, definitively
symbolise aspects of nature, the elements, and maternal characteristics. To illustrate

this point, I intend to discuss the role of a selected few of the many Vedic goddess
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figures, specifically those representing water, earth, dawn and night, aﬁd - perhaps
une;pectedly - speech.

In the Samhitas, particularly the- Rg-Veda, a significant role is plﬁyed by a
group of goddesses collectively referred to as the waters, or ap, a feminine Sanskrit
term. These goddesses, the waters, <‘>ften. fulfil cosmogonic functions, suggesting a
~ kind of "primordial womb" in which the gods themselves (who will éreate the
éosmos), or the embryo of the manifest universe itself, gestates until ready to be born.

As such, the waters clearly provide a metaphor for a cosmically divine level of female

reproduction and maternal function:

That which is beyond heaycn, beyond thié earth, beyond the gods and
asuras - what first embryo/germ, wherein all the gods beheld each
other, did the waters (ap) hold?

The waters held that very first embryo/germ where all the gods came
tdgether, that one in which'all worlds abide, Apla‘ced on the navel of the
Unborn. | |

(Rg-Veda 10.82.5-6; see Pintchman, 1994: 25)

The maternal role of the waters, as goddesses, is further sustained m verses of
the Rg-Veda where they (ap) are revered as tﬁe mothers of the great fire god, Agni,
even mothers of all the gods and of all that exists, being "the very motherly ones of all
that stands and moves" and "mothers of the world" (Rg-Veda 6.50.7; 10.30.10;
10.9.5; see Pintchman, 1994: 24). The waters emerge as goddesses who embody all

the qualities usually associated with the "good mother" - nourishing, healing,
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protective, life-giving and life-affirming, beneﬂceht, purifying, and abundant. But they
are, above all, unquestionably divine and immortal. The hyimiS of the Vedas sing their

praises and invoke the blessings of these bounteous, motherly goddesses, the waters:

These waters, indeed, are refreshing: help us to lookAupoh strength and
great joy.

Like loving mothers, give us here (a portion) of your most auspicious
fluid... Oh waters, you refresh and rejuvenate us.

May the waters, goddesses, be for our happiness and protection, and
for drinking. May they pour forth happiness}and welfare.

I beg the waters, sovereigns ruling over wealth and human beings, for
healing balm. | |

(Rg-Veda 10.9.1:6; see Pintchman, 1994: 24),

Following the watery rﬁotif, the Vedic goddess Sarasvati représents a more
explicit pérsorialisatibn of the element of water, since she is identiﬁed.both as goddess
and as a mighty river. Lauded as a bountiful, ‘f'ecund, inexhaustible, and immortal

river, Sarésvﬁﬁ brings fertility, weﬁlth, aﬁd well-being to the earth and humankind.
Her waters, moreover, contain purifying holy oils and healing medicine that cleanse
her devotees of all pbllution and affliction (Kinsley, 19865: 11; 56). Sarasvati is
indeed mighty and strong, but no less maternal in nature. In the Rg-Veda she is .

appealed to for food and for children:
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I sing.a‘loﬂy song, for she is r’m’g’hﬁest, most divine of Streams.
Sarasvatt will I exalt with hymns and lauds, and, Vasistha, Heeven and
Earth...

So may Sarasvati auspicious send good luck;. she, rich in spoil, is never
niggardly in theught...

May we enjoy Sarasvan's breast, all-beautiful, that swells with streams,
May we gaih food and prdgeny. |

(Selections from Vedic Hymns, 1968: 35; see Young, 1993: 271)
And in the Artharva-Veda (7.10) she is called on to nurse her children:

Your breast, which is ever-flowing, delightful, favourable, well-
invoked, granting food gifts, by which you ﬁourish all precious things,
Sarasvati, make it bevreceived, (Atharva-Veda 7.10; see Pintchmém,

1994: 40).

v'T he Rg-Veda, moreover, also describes Sarasvati as "the inciter of all pleasant songs,

Val,] gracious thought, and every pieus thought,"; thus antieipating her later nature as

- Hindu goddess of épeech, thought, intellect, and learning (Kinsley, 1986a: il; 59)"

This important peint concerning the intei'weaving of the female cosmogenic powers
‘of water and speech in the Vedic texts will be revisited let,er in this chapter.

The element of ea‘rth,_in goddess form, isvalso well represented i_n the Vedds A

“and, in fact, takes on a less abstract form then the waters. Prthivi (sometimes ’called

Bhumi), as earth goddess, is both the physical earth itself and the mother of the whole
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universe. Along with the waters, as part of the material cause of creation, she also
takes on a cosmogonic role (Pintchman, 1994: 30-1). As maternal source of all
~ creation, she is depicted in the Rg-Veda as the partner of »the universal father, Dyaus,
the god of the heavens. Or, in more earthly terms, Prthivi, as the earth (or mother),
partners Dyaus, as the sky (or father): "Toéether, Prthivi and Dyaus are invoked as
the parents of the world and of the gods" (Pintcﬁman, 1994: 31). But her maternal
aspect is fundamental to both roles, for as the earth, she ivs also mother, the abundant
source of life for all the earth's creatures. In the Athqrva-Veda, however, she emerges
as an independent goddess figure and' thg most vivid depiction of these maternal
aspects appears in a hymn of praise to Prthivi. Asa ‘bountiﬁﬂ, life-supporting goddess,
she is invoked "to pour out nectar and milk té feed her children and is said to have

golden breasts" (Pintchman, 1994: 31).

The earth that supports all, furnishes wealth, the foundation, the
golden-breasted resting-place of all living creatures, she that supports
Agni Vaisvanara (the fire), and mates with Indra, the bull, shall furnish
‘us with property!
The broad earth, which the sleepleést gods ever attentively guard, shall
milk for us precious honey, and, moreover, besprinkle us with glory!...
That earth upon which the attendant waters jointly flow by day and
night unceasingly, shall pour out milk for us in rich streams, and,
* Moreover, beéprinkle us with glory!

(Hymns of the Atharva-Veda, 1964: 199-207; see Young, 1993: 272)
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As well as her éupportive strength, which nourishes and maintains the earth
and her creatures, Prthivi, like the waters, also possesses 'procreative powers. Again,
the link with water is forged, even to the extent of stating that Prthivi was water at
' the beginning of creation (Atharva-Veda 12.1.8; see Pintchman, 1994: 32). Earth,
Pintchman suggests, seems to be expressed as theknext stage of material‘formation,
arising out of the most abstract level of materiality, the waters.

Aditi, another of the goddesses appearing in the ‘Vedas, is similarly described
as equivalent to the earth, and in the Brahmanas, she becomes virtually identified with
Prthivi (Kinsley, 1986a: 9-10). Althougﬁ her individual identity is diﬁicult to ~deﬁne,
her maternal nature and presence is very strongly represented in the Rg-Veda as "our
birthplace" and the "great mother" (Pintchman, 1994: 32). Aditi is known as the
mother of the Adityas, a group of seven or eight gods, and as‘mother of kings and of
the great god Indra. Associated, too, with aspects of the unbounded and limitless
physical universe, Aditi is sometimes articulated in a more abstract way, as a goddess
of cosmic significance (Pintchman, 1994: 33). In the Rg-Veda (10.72) she is portrayed
as the mother who gives birth by “crouching with legs spread... the cosmic origin of
space itself and of earth, as well as being mother of the gods of the sky" (OFlaherty,
1980; 79). As Kinsley points out, the root of her name is da (to bind), ahd as ag-diti
‘she is unbound and ﬁ'ee, often petitioned by devotees to release them from suffering
and misfortune (1986a: 10).

These plentiful Vedic representations of water and earth as goddesses has
endured throughout India’s hirstory and remains an important part of contemporary
Hindu belief and ﬁractice. Hindu revérence for the divine feminine is embodied in a

"sacred geography" that articulates the Indian subcontinent itself as goddess and
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mother: Bharat Mata, "Mother India" (Kinsley, 1986a: 178-81). The goddess Prthivi
of the Rg-Veda is simply one of the most ancient litérary expressions of a continuing
"revérence for the awesome stability of the earth itself and the apparently
inexhaustible fecundity possessed by the earth" (Kinsley, 1986a: 178). Likewise, are
many rivers considered goddesses in India to this day, the most irhportant example
being the Ganges, but all of them revered for thelr great punfymg powers (Kinsley,
1986a: 189). The rivers of India are largely understood as feminine and are
worshipped for their bounteous qualities that express life-affirming religious values,
such as “wealth, beauty, long life, vgood health, food, love, and the birth of c_:hildren"
: (Feldhaus, 1995: 3). Just as the Védic repres_entations of the waters as goddesses
show that they are inherently divine, so, too, is Gaﬁga Mata ("M_other Ganga" [the
Ganges]") understood as innately divine in India today. As Diana Eck .explains, the
Ganga is not_méde sacred by ritual, she is not a sacred repository in which the divine
- has come to dwell - she is. celestial by nature, unmediated, and immediate: "Whatever
is holy, Whatgver is merciful, whatever is utterly auspicious is already there" ‘(Eck,
1986: 183).

To return to the Vedic texts, there are two more important goddesses, among
others, who play a noteworthy part in the Vedic texts. They are known as Usas and
Ratri, and are consistently associated with or id_entiﬁed'a's the dawn and the night,

respectively. In the Rg-Veda, they are most often referred to as sisters, or even twins:

The two sisters, Night and Dawn, taught by the shining Sun, have the

same endless path to go. The two auspicious creators, though of
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opposed characters (darkness and light), are of the same mind, and do
not clash and do not tarry.

(Rg-Veda 1.113.3; see Chan et al, 1969: 17) .

Usas is a "young mai_dén, drawn in a hundred chariots (1.48), she brihgs forth the light
and is followed by the sun (Surya), who urges her onward (3.61)" (Kinsley, 1986a: 7).
Usas appears é.s a young and beautiful maiden, the awakener who rouses people from
sleep to carry out their daily tasks. She is an auspiciousv gdc_idess, petitioned by her

devotees as bringer of light, wealth, and order - both social and cosmic.

Rich dawﬁ, she awakens man ﬁ‘omv s.leep. Shé sends one after
enjoyment, another to perform sacriﬁce,( and anqther after wealth. She
belches out, as it were, all beings whose vision is limited by darkness,
| by spreading her light.

The daughter of the heavens, young maiden, white-robed, Dawn is
seen dispelling darkness. 0] spvereig‘n of the riches of the whole earth,
auspiciouvs Dawn, dispel darkness now from this sacrificial house of the
gods. |

Chaser of engmies, protector of rta [order], born for the sake of rta,
full -of joy, truthful, waker of the voices of living beings, the
auspicious, supporter of saéﬁﬁce longed for by gods, shine here, now,

in this sacrificial place.
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O Dawn, in the days past you dispelled darkness. Now, O lady of v
riches, you do the same; and you will do the same in the future. You
live in your eternal glory, nevér old, always the same, immortal.

(Rg-Veda 1.113.5, 7, 12, 13; see Chan et al, 1969: 17)

Despite her presence as a youthful maiden, Usas, the dawn, is also mother; she is
mother, in fact, of the gods: "O Dawn, you are the mother of gods. You are the image
of Aditi, the mother of gods. Shine as the banner of sacrifice” (Rg-Veda 1.113.19; see
Chan et al, 1969: 18). She is also called the motﬁer of cows, bringing light by baring
her bountiﬁx_l breasts (Kinsley. 1986a: 7).

Rétri, sister to the dawn, plays an .equally benign role, bringing rest in the
A night-time, although she may also be feared for her association witﬁ darkness. She is
therefore petitioned for security and protection against the dangers Brought by the
darkness of night (Rg-Veda 10.127):

The Goddess as she comes hath set Dawn her Sister in her place:

And then the darkness vanishes.

So favour us this night, O thou whose pathways we have visited

As birds their nest upon the tree.

The villagers have sought their homes, and all that walks and all that

flies,

Even the falcons fain for prey.

Keep off the she-wolf and the wolf, O Night, keep the thief away:

Easy be thou for us to pass.

(Selections from Vedic Hymns, 1968: 1; see Young, 1993: 271)
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Howevér, Ritr] is not only the protector against the night, but also the night
itself Therefore, she sometimes appears to embody those malevolent forces that lurk
in the shadows of the night. But together with her sister, Usas, Ratri also embodies
maternal virtues, for the Rg-Veda callsr the two goddesses “powerﬁ.ﬂ mothers
(1.142.7) and strengtheners of vital power (5.5.6). They are also called weavers of
time and mothers of eternal law" (Kinsley, 1986a). Usas, especially, we recall, brings
the light of day that ensures the continuance of religious ritual practice and sacrifice.
Marking the "eternal law" of divisions between night and day, Usas and Ratii, I would
argue, might be seen as divine mothers of sacred time, rather than sacred spﬁce. They
empower the lives of both humankind and the deities with activity and rest, bringing
light and watching over thé darkness of night féf all time,

All these Vedic goddesses, among many others, represent female forces of -
creativity and reproducti’on,‘ most often explicitly articulated as maternal. In their
cosmogonic participation in material creation and their identification with natural
~ phenomena, these goddesses, as Pintchman argues, appear to be precursors to the
philosophica], abstract feminine principle, prakrti (1994: 19). Furthermore, their
power as activating forces of both the gods and humankind similarly anticipate the
concept. of sakti. But if we turn to another Vedic qudess, Vic, who later becomes
identified with Sarasvati, a feminine principle of a different nature emerges. Here,
associations of the goddesses with the natural elements give way to the power-"bf
- speech and intellect.

" The intef_mingling of ‘the cosmogonic functions of speech and water is
frequenﬂy .found in the Samhitas. The Vedic g’oddess,A"VEic, meaning speech, appears

| throughout these texts, revealing herself in the faculty of human speech as well as
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acting as a creative force (Pintchman, 1994: 37). This goddess's power is particularly
felt in supporting cosmic énd ritual order, v‘as bestower of the mystic, visionary
experiences of the rsis (seers), and manifests as the truth they utter while re-enacting
their visions in ritual sacrifices (Kinsley, 1986a: 11-12). It is her all-pervasiw; energy,

it is said, that creates and mobilises the rsis and the Brahmins (priests):

With sacrifice they followed the track of Vic; they found her entered
into the rsis. Bringing her near, they distributed her in many places.
Seven singers chant her together.

(Rg-Veda 10.71.3; see Pintchman, 1994: 37)
And Vac herself declares:

I, myself, say this welcome news to gods and meh. He whom I love, 1

make him powerful, (I make) him a Brahmin, (I make) him a seer, (I

make) him wise...

I have entered into heaven and earth. I bring forth the father at the
- summit of this (creation). My yoni (womb/qrigin/abode) is -within the

bwate'rs (ap), in the ocean. Thence I extend over all worlds, and I touch

heaven.with my uppermost part.

I also blow forth like the wind,v reaching all the worlds. Beyond

heaven, beyond | the earth, so great have‘ I become through my

grandeur..v |

(Rg-Veda 10.125.6-8; see Pintchman, 1994: 38)
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These verses acclaim Vac as an all-pervasive feminine principle of creativity,
both ihmanent and transcendent, extending from earth, to heavén, and beyond.‘Her
reproductive potency, symbolised as her yoni (womb; uterus; or vagina) permeates
the primordial waters, thus Iinking her to the role of fhe waters (ap) as cosmic womb
(Pintchman, 1994: 39). This césrﬁogonic rolé is explicitly maternal, since she is the
nourishing, benevolent deity "who has given birth to things by naming them" .(Kinsley,
1986a: 12). In other verses of the Rg-Veda, Vic is further invoked as a heavenly and
"bounteous cow" whose lowing further joins the creative energy of both water and

speech, bringing forth creation and human communication:

The buffalo-cow [Véc] lowed; she féshiéhed the floods (salila), having

become one-footed, two-footed, four-footed, eight-footed, nine-

footed, she Who in the highest heaven has a thousand syllables.

From her flow forth the (heavenly) oceans (samudra), on account of
- which the four directions exist, and from her flows the aksara

(imperishable/syllable), on which the entire universe exists.

(Rg-Veda 1.164.41-42; see Pintchman, 1994: 39)

" According to Kinsley, Vic as the "bounteous” cow ensures the appropriate
speech at all levels of hﬁman society, through providing “first, the lofty, discerning
vision of the rsi; second, thé ritual formulas of the priest; and third, the everyday
language of people which enables them to establish themselves as a community of
friends" (1986a: 12). The creative power of Vac, and her association with sacred

ritual and the maintenance of cosmic order, is felt as an even more significant presence
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in the later Br&hmanas; as is her identification with Sarasvati, the mighty river
goddess (Kinsley, 1986a: 11-12). Her power of divine speech flows forth like the
waters, enabling the chanting of mantras, withqut which the performance of Vedic
ritual and sacrifice could not occur.

Frequently named Sarasvati-Vac in the Brahmanas, Vic is asspciated with the
cosmogonic role of the waters. But she is also associated with the earth: "In fact, the
waters, the earth/Aditi, and Vﬁc all seem to represent diﬁ'erent aspects of the same
creative principle” (Pintchman, 1994: 48). Most signiﬁcant, however, is the
articulation of Vac, manifest as the faculty of speech, in sexual union with Prajapati,
the creator of the physical universe. It is this male deity'§ copulation with speech that
initiates creation, but it is said to be a union accomplished through Prajapati's mind
(Satapatha-Brahmana 6.1.2.6ff; see Pintchman, 1994: 48). Thus, an image of
creative union between speei:h (female) and mind (male) emerges, who together
create not only the natural and human orders, but also the sacrificial order of religious
ritual (Pintchman, 1994: 49-50). This female manifestation of creative speech implies
 a cosmogonic principle that extends beyond the phenomenal elements of nature,
water, and earth to the realm of culture.

Does this union of speech and mind imply a transformation of the ubiquitous
oppositional formula underpinning male dominance, where female is to male as nature
is to culture? This nﬁght be an ontological leap not intended by the Brahmanical
writers.- Pintchman firaws on several verses from the Brdhmanas which assert that
mind pre-exists speech and is its source (for example, Satapatha Brahmana 10.5.3.1-
" 4; see Pintchman, 1994: 49). The same text insists that mind, in preceding speech, is

superior to it: speech, it is said, only imitates mind. Notwithstanding this claim, it is
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also said that mind cahnof be made known without speech (Satapatha Brahmana
4.6.7.5; see Pintchman, 1994; 223, n.100). Vac, therefore, acts as Prajapati's inherent
cfeative power, "as his ability to speak or make manifest the contents of his mind"
(Pintchman, 1994: 51). Again, the role of a Vedic goddess figure arguably anticipates
the feminine creati‘ve principle of sakti, without which the gods are inert and
powerless.

The presence of the elements of water and earth is sustained in the Upanisads,
but these elements tend to lose their genderedness. The Upanisadic texts are abstract
and reflective in character and consequenﬂy the mythological framework of the
Sambhitas and Brahmanas changes in a way that reduces the significance of individual
deities. Although the waters and the earth retain their cosmogonic and cosmological
meanings, they surrendef their female identity. However, the creator god, Prajapati,
retains his cosmogonic, male identity as mind, and although Vac's identity as a
goddess is not stressed, she remains as his female partner. Accordingly, as in the
Brahmanas, Vac continues to ﬁmctiqn as "the activating principle that, through
interaction with a creator ﬁgufe, is projected forth and transformed into the manifest
world" (Pintchman, 1994: 58).

To sum up, in the Vedic literature as a whole, the goddesses, in their
multifarious divine forms, embody a single feminine principle which is "both an
activating principlevand also the gross, abstract rﬁaterial from which the manifest
cosmos is fon‘hed" (Pintchman, 1994: 58). Furthermore, their obviously maternal
nature remains a consistent thread running thfough the Vedic myths in which they
play a part. As divine embodiments of the cosmogonic mother, in other words, as

maternal sacred space, the Vedic goddesses introduce a glimmer of new light on
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images of the mother. In giving birth to, as well as being identified with the natural
elements of the material world, they adhere to the reproductive role of creativity. As
such, the goddesses are situated in the realm of nature - albeit at a cosmic level -
‘which is arguably analogous to the role of the preoedipal mother and her position m
the realm of the Imaginary. But these maternal goddesses also include the mother who
participates in the birth of culture and the intellect, as the faculty of speech - in a
capacity marked as inferior to that of the father - but, nevertheless, taking a tentative
step for the feminine into the Symbolic realm. This feminine principle, rooted in the
ancient myths of the Vedic goddesses and later articulated iﬁ Hindu philosophical
discourse as the cosmic principles brak,rti, sakti, ahd maya, forms the foundafion of
the vibrant theology of the Goddess, and he.rv rhany manifestations, promulgated in

post-Vedic mythology. It is these goddesses to which we now turn our attention.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: GODDESS, THE MOTHER

8.1  POST-VEDIC GODDESSES

So far, it has been inferred that divinity in Hindu tradition is conceptualised as
both male and female, symbolised in the sacred t‘exts of the Vedas as gods and
goddesses. The more abstract, philosophical turn of the Upanisads and the
concentration on ascetic practice aimed towards the attainment of moksa, saw the
development'of an equally abstract conception of Brahman, or ultimate reality, ’as one
divine substance comprising inseparable male and female principles, purusa and
prakrti. Brahman, however, was conceived as transcending “all qualitieé, categories,
and limitiations,” such as the earthly confines of gender (Kinsley, 1986a: 136).
However, the later popular and exponential growth of theistic devotional practice,
known as bhakti, in the early centuries of the first millennium CE, inaugurated the
revitalisation of personal deities, supported by the literary mythologies and theologies
of post-Vedic gods and goddesses found in the stirring dramas of the epics (the
Mahdbharata and the Ramayana) and the ancient naﬁatives of the Purdnas. As the
great bhakti traditions dedicated to male deities blossomed, namely, Vaispavism
(devoted to the god Vishnu and his avatars) and Saivism (devoted to the god Siva),
non-Vedic goddesses also became major role-players, usually personified as consorts

to male deities.

As we recall, though, the 6th century CE saw the new flowering of another
popular stream of bhakti tradition, that of goddess-worship. The overwhelmingly

‘Sakta texts, such as the Devi-Mahdtmya (6th century CE) and the later
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Devi’bha'gayata-Purc‘ina (11th to 13th centuries CE), established a theology of the
Great Goddess, Dev, as a feminine rendition of the supreme being or ultimate reality
(see Pintchman, 1994: 178-84). In Sakta Tantrism, tantric texts, doctrines, and
practices Iikevvise elevated the post-Vedic goddesses to supreme status and
articulated the feminine principle, sakti, as the supreme cosmogonic and cosmological
divine power. In this context, "the goddess who is identified as Sakti is usually

elevated above the male aspect of the Godhead" (Pintchman, 1994: 110).

However, literary myths and theology cannot be divorced from what they
symbolise in society and everyday religious practice, both past and present. The
bhakti tradition forms the basis of popular Hinduism today throughout India and other
parts of the world, comprising a framework of beliefs and practices that, to a great
extent, cut across the boundaries of class and gender in Hindu society. The basic
premise that myth expresses both a model for and reflection of social structure
(including gender roles), as well as providing a basis for religious practice, is crucial
for assessing the significance of the goddess figures for women in Hindu religion and

society.

In this regard, the legal codes of Hinduism, the Dharmasastras, particularly
those texts attributed to the sage, Manu, at the turn of the first millennium, lay down
the expected ideals, norms, and regulations for social relations in Hindu §ociety.
Marriage is deemed central to social stability and is clearly essential for women to
have a recognised position in society. According to Manu's prescriptions, a woman is
required to be an ideal wife, or pativrata, that is, devoted to her husband as pati, or a

"god," always subject to his control and sacrificing her own well-being to ensure that
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of her husband and family (Carmody, 1989: 51; McGee, 1991: 78; Young, 1987: 73-

5). This applies to any wife, no matter how odious the husband:

Though destitute of virtue, or seeking pleasure (elsewhere), or devoid
of good qualities, (yet) a husband must be constantly worshipped as a

god by a faithful wife...

Until death let her be patient (of hardships), self-controlled, and chaste,

- and strive (to fulfil) that most excellent duty which (is prescribed) for

wives who have one husband only. (The Laws of Maru: 5: 195-99; see

Young, 1993: 278).

In spite of this legitimation of women's subordination, Manu, as it turns out,
p g

betrayed an ambivalence in his attitude towards the role of women. On the one hand,

no woman should ever be independent, and she is subordinate to men throughout her

life:

By a girl, by a young woman, or even by an aged one, nothing must be

done independently, even in her own house.

In childhood a female must be subject to her father, in youth to her
husband, when her lord is dead to her sons; a woman must never be

independent...

She must always be cheerful, clever in (the management of her)

household affairs, careful in cleariing her utensils, and economical in

expenditure. (The Laws of Manu, 5: 195-99; see Young, 1993: 277-8).
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But, on the other hand, a woman should also be protected and respected at all times,
and as wife and mother, she should be revered and worshipped, in specific ritual

performances, as the embodiment of the goddess in the home.

Women must be honoured and adorned by their fathers, brothers,

husbands, and brothers-in-law, who desire (their own) welfare.

Where women are honoured, there the gods are pleased; but where
they are not honoured, no sacred rite yields rewards. (The Laws of

Manu, 3: 84-5; see Young, 1993: 277).

A woman's most revered status, not unexpectedly, is as mother of a male child,
undoubtedly perceived as the “best way for an Indian_ woman to gain prestige and
honor” (Caﬁnody, 1989: 53). Procreation, especially of sons, is regarded as one of the
essential duties of marriage, which is the very foundation of social order, or dharma
(Young, 1987: 82-83). Here, I wouldbsuggeét, Freud's idealisation of the mother-son
relationship is reiterated and, moreover, extended to include the divine realm, where:
the wife and mother is venerated as a symbolic representation of the beneficent
goddess. However, Manu's regulation of women's normal role in Hindu society is
underpinned by the fundamental issue of control and the patriarchal and androcentric
conviction that women and female sexuality are dangerous if not controlled by a male
and the confines of marriage and motherhood. Reflections of this issue of control of

the feminine arise in diverse forms in the myths of the goddesses.

It will become clear, as we continue, that the myths found in the classical post-

Vedic texts are replete with divine symbols of womanhood and maternity. I therefore
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intend to examine a selection of the classical Hindu goddesses individually - namely,
Sarasvati, Sita, Sri-Laksmi, Radha, Parvati, Devi (as' the Goddess), Durga, and Kili -
showing} how they reflect and reinforce these socioreligious norms in some instances,
and in others, contradict them. Furthermore, and most important, the ways in which
thgse feminine and maternal symbols in the Hindu goddess tradition embody
polarisation and paradox in the divine realm, which I have argued to be inherent in
~ conceptions of the mother and motherhood in the human world, will be analysed. In
this regard, the extent to which the politics of maternal sacred space, so far uncovered
in the human realm, is mirrored in the divine world, is of Vvital significance for this

study.

Sarasvatl

It seems pertinent to begin with the goddess Sarasvati, since she is one of the
few ancie;nt Vedic goddesses who are still worshipped in India to this day. Associated
today less with the Vedic river-goddess, Sarasvati, the Sarasvati of Puranic myth
remains closer to Vic, the Vedic goddess of speech. As we recall, Sarasvati and Vic
were, in any case, closely linked and even identified with one another by the time of
the Brahmanas, thus forming a strong connection between female symbols of nature
and culture. Myths about Sarasvati are sparse in the Puranas, but she is nevertheless a
widely popular goddess in contemporary Hinduism.. Sarasvati presides over the realm
of culture as a whole, as goddess of learning, knowledge, the sciences, and the arts,

especially music (Kinsley, 1986a: 59-60).
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It is Sarasvatls connection with the faculty of speech that underpins her
invelvement in culture,. as articulated in Puranic myths that identify her with the
tongues of Brahma, Vispu, and Krsna. These myths most frequently relate this
goddess to the creator-god, Brahma, sometimes as his offspring, and at other times,
as his wife. But it is Sarasvati, however, who has remained as a eopularly worshipped
deity in contemporary India, rather than Brahm3, and her blessings are usually
invoked for new cultural and educational ventures, such as concerts, film-making, and
university ceremonies (Kearns, 1992: 197). Moreover, Sarasvati is identified with
thought and intellect, those faculties that make coherent speech possible. The
importance of speech and sound in Hindu religiosity cannot be overestimated, given
the pivotal role of the utterance of Sanskrit mantras in ritual worship, most especially
in the chanting of the sacred syllable, om. This sacred sound, it is believed, holds the

entire creative process within it (Kinsley, 1986a: 59).

In a wider cultural context of both worldly and spiritual life, speech and
language represent rationality and human intelligence. As such, Sarasvati differs from
many other Hindu goddesses who are more often associated with fertility,
reproductivity, and other aspects of the natural world. Artistic images of Sarasvati,
therefore, often show her riding a swan, a symbol of spiritual transcendence, or seated
on a lotus that "floats above the muddy imperfections of the physical world, unsullied,
pure, beautiful" (Kinsley, 1986a: 62). Watery elements, then, still arguably play a part
in Sarasvati's milieu, but essentially as symbols of absolute purity and transcendent
spirituality. As Kinsley further points out, ;'Sarasvatf inspires people to live in such a

way that they may transcend their physical limitations through the ongoing creation of
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culture” (1986a: 62). In the everyday world, then, she inspires human beings in their
higher aspirations of culture and learning, and in the religious sphere, she likewise
exemplifies humanity's highest aspirations of purity .and spirituality. Sarasvati,
therefore, in her central role of blessing cultural, academic, scientific, and artistic
endeavours, is not generally regarded as a domestic goddess. In terms of Hi‘ndu ideals
of motherhood, her maternal attributes are purely metaphoricel, relating to the birth of
artistic creation and the inspiration of wisdom. Sarasvatis definitive role in the
creation of culture, I would argue, pointedly contradicts the association of the
feminine with nature and reproductive symbols, such as those found in psychoanalytic
ideals. ef the feminine and the matemaL which are said to reside in the pre-symbolie
and 'pre-cultpra] realm of the human psyche. Perhaps it is this very contradietion of
Hindu patriarchal norms concerning women and the feminine that underlies the lack of

attention to Sarasvati in Puranic myth.

Sita

If Sarasvatl's mythology tends to be meagre, Sitd's is prolific and abundant.
This vibrant female figure, Sitd, both humen and divine in nature, is widely
acknowledged as the most popular eeic heroine in Hindu religious tradition. Most
popularly known as wife of the god Rama, Sita is one of the major.protagonists in the
great epic, the Ramdyana, written by the sage, Valmiki. -Although Sita's divinity and
status as a goddess is not clearly defined in the early part of the epic, both Rama and

Sita become implicitly cast as divine manifestations of the great god, Visnu, and his
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consort, Laksmi, as the narrative progresses. Certainly, in the context of
contemporary Hindu bhakti they are approached as deities, but Sita is rarely
worshipped independently of Rama, whose divine status is firmly established as an
incamation of Vispu. Sita's persona - both human and divine - is almost entirely

defined in relationship to her husband.

If myth should provide an ideal model for human rglations in society, then the
divine couple Rima and Sitd seem to be the very essence of myth's function. They
arguably fulfil Hindu ideals of marriage and royalty to the very letter of the law
according to Manu. While Rama is portrayed as the perfect and powerful king, who
dispenses his rule as a model of social integrity and justice, Sita is revered as the ideal
Hindu wife, or pativrata, whose every thought revolves around her husband and who
remains steadfast and loyal to Rama through thick and thin (Kinsley, 1986a: 68-70).
Sita's mythic role is illustrated in séveral incidents throughout the narrative of the
Ramayana, one after the other proving her selfless devotion and sexual fidelity to
Rédma against all odds. Her character is tested through exile, abduction, ordeal by fire,
and banishment, none of which dispel her loyalty to Rama. Despite her hardships, Sita
emerges as a woman of spirit, showing great courage and endurance; and, despite her
unshakeable wifely devotion to Rama, it is not beyond her to rebuke him for his
insensitiyity to her situation and his rigid adherence to kingly duty. Rama, in point of
fact, might aspire to be the ideal king, but he surely falls short of the mark of ideal

husband. Sita's loyalty to Rama is not always reciprocated in kind.

When Riama is exiled by his father from the kingdom of Ayodhya to the forest

for fourteen years, he hopes to protect Sita from suffering the dangérs of forest life
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and insists that she shéﬁld remain in the safety of the palace and await his return.
Immediately, without thought for royal convention, the spirited Sita confronts Rama's ‘
request with the contempt it deserves. Even the usually passive Sitd "places wifely
devotion above wifely submission when she insists, against Rama's wishes, on
following him into exile" (Kearns, 1992: 209; see Kinsley, 1986a: 71-72). To this end,
she manipulates the image of an ideal wife's unswerving loyalty to her husband in
order to justify what could be construed as a lack of obedience to Rima. Siti

declares:

- "O Offspring of a great king, O Rama, I am unable io show aught but
contempt for what I hear! It is unworthy of a warrior, a prince skilled
in the use.of sword and lance! O Lord, what thou hast said is shameful
and may not be endured!... a wife alone follows the destiny of her
consort, O Bull among Men; therefore from now on, my duty is clear,
I shall dwell in the forest! For. a wor.nan, it is not her father, her son,
nor her mother; friends nor her own self but the husband, who in this
world and the next is evér her sole mez;ns of salvation... I shall
willingly dwell in the forest as formerly I inhabited the palace of my
father having no anxiéty in the Three Worlds and reﬂecting only on my
duties towards my lord. Ever subject to thy will, docile, living like an
ascetic, in those honey-scented woodlands I shall be happy in thy
proximity, O Rama, O Illustrious Lord... none shall restrain me, O
Mighty Princé, on this I am firmly resolved!... O Rama, separated from

thee I should immediately yield up my life... If, despite my grief, thou
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wilt not take me to the forest, I shall seek death by poison, or cast
myself in to the fire or drown myselfl" (The Ramayana of Valmiki

2.24-29; see Young, 1993: 288-9)

For Sita, her husband is a god, and without him'he_:r life would be meaningless. She is,
without doubt, pativrata. Her ultimate threat of suicide, though, is hardly the
expected behaviour for a "submissive" wife. Inevitably, Rima relents and they leave

for the forest together.

When Sita is later abducted by the wicked Ravana, who plots to destroy
Rama, her life, without Rama, loses meaning. The text describes how her grief, in

separation from her beloved, dims the radiance of her great beauty:

Entangled in a mighty web of sorrow, her beauty was veiled like a
flame enveloped in smoke... or faith that is languishing or hope that is
almost extinguished. or perfection unattained... For a woman the
gfeatest decoration is her lord and Sit, though incomparably beautiful,
no lohger shines in Rama's absence. (The R&m&yazza of Valmiki 5.15-

16; see Kinsley, 1986a: 72)

But Sita's chastity and fidelity remain undimmed and none of Ravana's potent ploys to
seduce her - including prétending that Rama has been killed - succeed. Eventually,
Rama defeats Ravana and rescues Sita, only to reject her. Rama's husbandly duty and
male fantasy of ideal womanhood appears not to accommodate the possibility of

unshakeable love and fidelity such as Sita's. Certain that Rivana's power and lust must
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have conquered Sita's resolve, Rama self-righteously repudiates Sita, even to the

extent of offering her to one of the enemy demons:

"“What man of honour would give rein to his passion so far as to permit
himself to take back a woman who has dwelt in the house of
another?... I no longer have any attachment for thee; go where thou
desirest... Assuredly. Ravana, beholding thy ravishing and celestial
beauty, will not have respected thy person during the time thou didst
dwell in his abode" (The Ramayana of Valmiki 6.17; see Young, 1993:

291).

Sita, once more, and justifiably, dbes not wholeheartedly embrace a
submissive role and feﬁukes Rama for his lack of faith in her affection and love. To
prove her purity, she commands a funeral pyre to be built. With a "fearless heart" and
"in the presence of all" she enters the flames, addressing Agni, the god of fire: "As I
am pure of conduct, though Rama looks on me as sullied, do thou, O Witness of the
Worlds, grant me full protection" (6.120; see Kinsley, 1986a: 74). Emerging
unscathed, Rama acknowledges her purity and they are reunited. Just as the story is
set to end on a note of "happily ever after," gossip about Sita alerts Rama to the fact
that his subjects are not happy about his reacceptance of Sita, for, after all, she has
been with the enemy. Rama therefore banishes Sita to the forest, once again giving his
kingly responsibility to his subjects' sensibilities priority over his love for Sita. Sita,
ever the devoted wife, cannot find it in her heart to blame Rama, believing, still, that
this misfortune has befallen them through some faﬁlt of her own, even if from a past

life. While in exile in her forest hermitage, Sita gives birth to twin sons, thus
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portraying Sita as one of the few fémale deities who fulfils biological maternity. After
several years, Rama calls Sitd back for yet another ordeal to prove her innocence and
his own righteousness once and for all. Agreeing to do this, Sita nevertheless léses her
will to continue in this world and asks the goddess ‘of fhe earth to take her back: "If,
in thought, I have never dwelt on any but Rama, may the goddess Madhavi receive
me" (7.97, see Kinsley, 1986a: 76). The earth duly embraces Sita and she sinks. back
into the earth on the goddess's throne, leaving a grieving Rama to live out the rest of
his life, as king, in loneliness and sorrow. To the end of her earthly life, Sitd's whole
reason for being centres around Rima, and only Rima, but her final act cduld

nevertheless be seen as one of defiance, rather than one of submission. !

Sita's mythology cleaﬂy indicates that her identity is defined ,entirel'y by Rama's
needs and kingly duties. Her marriage, moreover, is> marked by constant separation
from the object of her love, emphasising a love made all the more profound' by her
solitude and the intensity of her longing for Rama. Her steadfastness, in separation,
not only provides a model for Hindu women as the ideal wife, but also for the ideal
devotee, etemally resolute in love and longing for God. Siti, therefore, is approached

‘by,devotees as an intermediary, as one who has access to Rama, and provides a |
, medium for his divine blessings (Kinsley, 1986é: 79). Her identity as wife, devotee,
and divine consort - whether depicted in the irnagery of myth or sacred art and

iconography - is altogether defined by her association with Rama.

Sita is without doubt widely revered as an exemplar of pativrata, the dutiful
wife, and the myths of the R@mayana both pfovide a model for and reflect the social

norms and ideals laid down in the Laws of Manu. However, Sitd's identification as a
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deity, and evidence for her divine power, may be less in doubt and more profound
than on first sight. Cornelia Dimmitt, for example, argues that Sita plainly displays the A3
qualities of a goddess in two further important ways: first, as a goddess of fertility and

second, "as sakti, the energy that inspires the hero Rama to action," providing the

creative source of his power as king (Dimmit, 1986: 210-11). e

~ First, Sita (literally meaning "furrow") has a history rooted in Vedic myth -
where she appears as a fertility goddess worshipﬁed by farmers. Vedic myth and ritual
stress a king's capacity to draw forth the fertility and richness of the earth for the
benefit of living creatures and humankind. The implication is that without the king
(male) the earth's (female) creative potential cannot be tapped, a relationship that
seems to provide a metaphor for the bond of marriage between male and female.
These themes are appropriated by Valmiki in the Ramdyana, for in the myth, King
Janaka unearths his daughter, Sita, while ploughing the eartﬂ (Kinsley, 1986a: 67-8).
From the start, then, Sitd shows superhuman origins that accommodate her as a
goddess of fertility and she arguably symbolises the riches of the earth brought forth

by the king.

According to Dimmitt, several parts of the Ramayana support the
interpretation‘ of STta as intimately related to the fertility of the earth, articulating her
power as "mistress of the plants and animals" (Dimmitt, 1986: 210). Most obvious, of
course, is Sita's birth and death: She is not born of a human womb, but springs from
the earth; neither does she die at the end of thé epic, but instead, "reenters the earth
on a throne sent up from the netherworld by her mothgr, Madhavi Dharani, 'Earth, the

Upholder" (Dimmitt, 1986: 214). The events of her life in between also reflect her
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close ties to nature z;nd the power of her presence on plants and animals. When she is
absent, plants and trees seem to lament and wither; and when present, such as on her
return to Ayodhya after exile, "Fruitless trees became fruitful; trees without flowers
aboundec-l in blossoms; those that were withered sprouted leaves, and the foliage
dripped honey" (6.126; see Dimmitt, 1986: 215). Animals, too, seem to echo Sitd's
moods and even come to her aid when she is-in danger. Far from pining for the
comforts of home when she is in the forest during Rama's exile, Sitd seems at her

happiest when close to nature.

Furthermore, when Sita is abducted and imprisoned in Lanka by Ravapga,
Ayodhya "remains in a state of suspended animafion, and the plants and animals
refuse to perform their usual ﬁmctions" (Dimmitt, 1986: 217). Sita, it appears,
possesses those powers of fertility and prosperity that are withheld from the earth for
as long as she is held prisoner, powers attributable only to a goddess. But it is Rama,
the king, who has to act to rescue Sit and restore fertility to the earth. As such,
Rama embodies the symbol of kingly power (male), who restores Sita, symbol of the

riches of the earth (female).

Howéver, with regard to Dimmitt's second point, she argues that Stta's stafus

as goddess is also expressed as sakfi, or as Rama's activating energy. It is not only

Rama who acts to restore fertility to the earth, but it is Sita who fofces the hero, again

N and again, to his ‘acts of heroism. Repeatedly, by her actions, Sita moves the story
forward, furnishing Rama's motivating force, or sak#i. One instance, among others, is

/ when Sita refuses the monkey-god Hanuman's rescue from Lanka, enéuring, rather,

™, U'f ﬂ
fw;l;i ;@W‘&"%at it is Rama who must fulfil the heroic role of saving her. After her ordeal by fire,
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and reunited with Rama, the divine and heroic king, "Sitd is the source and support of
the continuing prosperity of the world, as symbolised in the extraordinary qualities of

the rule of Rama, his divine ten-thousand-year reign" (Dimmift, 1986:223).

Closeness to nafure and the power of fertility characterise STt;'i’s female nature,
one that supports the notion of the feminine being al‘l'ied with nature and the masculine
with culture. On the human level, she is unusual among post-Vedic goddesses in being
portrayed as a mother, in the literal; biological sense (Kinsley, 1986a: 76). On the
divine level, Siti, as a goddess of fertility, can be perceived as maternal, a veritable
"earth mother." In point of fact, she comes from and returns to her own mother, the
earth goddess. Sita's power, then, extends beyond the mere attributes of the devoted
and submissive wife, to encompass divine status. As god’dess, Sitd is not simply an
inferior adjunct to the god, Rﬁma,vbut provides a metaphor for one half of the |
universal whole, the activating energy of the world. At times identiﬂed with Vispu,
maintaingr of the universe, and Laksmi, goddess of wealth and prosperity, our epic

heroes, Rama and Sit4, embody many features attributed to those deities.

&i-Lakesmi

The image of the goddess Sri-Laksmi (altematively\known as Laksmi or Sri),
bears a resemblance to her incarnation, Sitd, in that she is also the wife and consort to
a male deity, in this case, the great god of Hindu devotional tradition, Vispu. Sri-
Laksmi, too, fulfils many of the ideals of pativrata, but she differs from Sita in kthat

her divinity and Status as a powerful goddess is incontrovertible. The goddess Sri-
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Laksmi arguélbly embodies the predominant feminine symbél of Hindu sociai order
and 'the most popular goddess of the Vaisnava tradition, w‘hose devotees worship the
god Visnu as supreme being. According to Kinsley, by the late epics (ca. 400 CE),
Sri-Laksmiuwas almost exclusively associated with Visnu as his "steadfast wife"

(1986a; 24-8).

In contrast, Sﬁ-Lakst;li's earlier history portrays an image of ‘ﬁckleness’ and
inconstancy that associates her with many deities (Mahdbhdrata 12.220.44-46; see
Kinsley, 1986: 26). Before being adopted into the Vaisnava tradition Sri-Laksmi
seems to have been an i‘ndependent goddess figure with her own cult, who then, toa
great extent, "loses her independent status whgn she becomes the consort of Vishnu"
(Olson, 1989: 128). Sri-Laksmi's nature was significantly identiﬁed with beauty,
prosperity, growth, fertility and the fecundity of the natural realm, the last showing a
consistency with Sita's nature. As Vispu's consort, Sri-Laksmi's disposition becomes
kmore restrained and clearly subordinate in relation to her husb#nd, arguably portrayed
as the ideﬁlis.ed loyal and submissive Hindu wife who assists Visnu in his role of
maintaining social order and duty (dhaﬁna) in the human world: "Although she does
not losé herAassociation with fertility and growth, she seems more clearly involved in
or revealed in the order of dharma that her husband creates and oversees" (Kinsley,
1986a: 28). In the Mahabhdrata, Sri-Laksmi herself declares: "I dwell in truth, gift,

vow, austerity. strength and virtue" (12.218.12; see Kinsley, 1986a: 29).

Thus Sri-Laksmi became associated with domestic order, auspiciousness, and
contentment, derived from an auspicious interdependence between male and female

principles. In ‘contemp‘orary Hinduism, Sri-Laksmi is frequently worshipped as
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goddess of wealth and prosperity, often invoked by traders and busiﬁess people for
the blessing of their ventures (Kearﬁs, 1992: 197). Her myths, however, tell of Sri-
Laksmi's relationship with Vistju originating in the cosmogonic Puranic narratives of
~ the churning of the milk ocean by the gods and de_moris in their search for the nectar
of immortality (Kinsley, 1986a: 26). In manyv texts and Indian iconography, Sri-
Laksmi is associated with reproductive fertility symbols, such as water, out o‘f which
arose the creation 6f the universe; the lotus, symbol of the womb and the complete life
cycle; the bilva fruit, associated with the power to remove maya, or illusion; and the
vessel, representing abundance, openness, and feceptivity (Olson, 1989: 133). Sri-
Laksmi's connection with the lotus is persistent.'in both myth and iconégraphy,
I;ictudng her seated on a lotus, or holding dne, or surrounded by lotuses, all of which -

uphold the image that both Sri-Laksmi and the lotus are symbols of purity and

auspiciousness:

...from the ocean of milk then arose the Goddcss Sri. Seated on a
blossoming lotus, bearing a lotus on her hand, she appeared [before
all]... the ocean of milk then manifested itself as a person and presented
her with a garland of full-blown lotuses... and Sakra praised‘ the
goddess who bears a lotus in her hand, saying: "I bow down before
Sri, the mother of all, who resides on the lotus, has eyes of blossoming
lotuses,‘and'who reclines on the heart of Vispu..." (t’isézu-Purdna

1.9.100, 103, 115; see Narayanan, 1986: 228).

As a model for Hindu women, Sri-Laksmi is the devoted wife, according to

Carl Olson, expressing an "obsequious position in relation to her husband, the proper
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position for all Hindu wives" (1989: 137). The most popular image of Sri-Laksmi as
perfect wife in Indian art depictsv Visnu reclining on the coils of a serpent with one
foot on Laksmi's lap, while she tenderly massages it (Kinsley, 1986a: 28; Marglin,
1986: 298; Olson, 1989: 137). The conjugal union between Visnu and Sri-Laksmi,
according to Puranic myth, therefore presents an archetypal image of ideal married
life. The concept of pativrata is divinely idealised in the form of Sri-Laksmi, arguably
reflecting and legitimating women's subordinate position in the Hindu household. But
in spite of this model, the relationship between Sri-Laksmi and Vi‘snu also symbolises
prema, the Hindu concept of pure, spiritual love (Olson, 1989: 138). Images of the
couple frequently depict great intimacy between thé two, sometimes even merged as
one bisexual figure. As Katherine Young .points out, in the more profound
significations of religious symbolism, this intimacy and merging of god and goddess
reveals how male/female polarity, as represented in this divine couple, was raised to a

higher unity, through the "religiously powerful concept of oneness" (1987: 80).

Extending the parameters of Vispu and Sri-Laksmi as a metaphor for the
interdependence of male and female principles, the Kiirma Purana describes Sri-
Laksmi "as the power by which Visnu creates, the power by which he deludes his
creation, and the material principle that serves as the immediate source of creation"
(Pintchman, 1994: 146-7). Ide_ntiﬁed with the functions of sakti, maya, and prakrti in
this Purana, Laksmi herself affirms that she is equal to and undifferentiated from

Visnu. Laksmi, then, is equated with the great Goddess as ultimate reality.

The conception of Sri-Laksmi as the activating energy, or sakti of Visnu, is

further supported by the cosmogonic myths in the Pdrcardtra Agamas. These
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interpretations of Sri-Laksmi were later appropriated by the Sri Vaisnava tradition of
South India to provide a ritual framework for the worship of Visnu's divine consort
| (Kumar, 1990: 239-44). According to the Péﬁcarﬁtra tantric tradition, Sri-Laksmi‘
plays a central role as the sakfi, or dynamic creative power of the supreme being
(Kinsley, 1986a: 30). In this cosmogonic context, Visnu is represented as relatively
passive, associated only with the realm of pure creation, while Sri-Laksmi is
| associated with both pure and impure creation through her activity of creating the
material universe. Sri-Laksmi, then, as sakti, functions as the mediator between Visnu
and the material, human world (Kumar, 1990: 207"-12). She is afforded the special
position of being close to both the divine ultimate reality and the material Vworld of
individual souls. According to Kinsley, the Laksmi Tantra, one of the most popular
Paficaratra texts, even implies that Sri-Lakslﬁi, on the functional levei, takes the
position of supreme divine principle: "Laksmi undertakes the entire stupendous
creation of the universe with only a one-billionth fraction of herself (14.3)... She also
occupies the central position as the‘object of devotion, the dispenser of grace, and the
final bestower of liberatibn (50.131-2)... It is she,‘ not Visnu, whose form is described
in detail and presented as the supreme object of meditation" (1986a: 30). In the same
text, Sri-Laksm{‘s own words elevate her to a position of supreme divinity in the

Pancaratra school of thought:

I alone send (the creation) forth and (again) destroy it. I absolve the
sins of the good. As the (mother) earth towards all beings, I pardon

them (all their sins). I mete everything out. I am the thinking process
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and I am contained in everything. (Laksmi Tantra 50.67; see Kinsley,

1986: 30).

This functional view of Sri-Laksmi points to a duality between Viggu and his
consort, implying that the supreme lord wills, while his sakti carries out his will,
namely, the task of creation. However, on an ontological level, the Paficaritra texts
~ do not impose a hierarchical structure on the couple and rather articulate Visnu and
Sri-Laksmi as inseparably one, thus implying an essential unity. The Sri Vaisnava
tradition, originally generated by the ecstatic bhakti of the early Tamil &/var saints
(6th to 10th centuries CE), later beéame systematised under the influence of the
theological teachings of the great eleventh-century religious and philosophical teacher,
Ramanuja, and a long line of dcdryas (teachers) who followed him. The tradition
developed with a strong bhakti orientation, focusing on devotion to Sri-Laksmi as
Visnu's consort and sakti. Sri-Laksmi's salvific role as mediator between God and the
liberation of human souls is fundamental to those teachings. The dcdrya, Yamuna, for
example, said, "between God and his souls as an equal partner of God standing in
inseparable relation to him... the kLord and his divine consort fit together in a holistic

scheme as two sides of the same reality" (Kumar, 1990: 214).

Most significantly, in terms of understanding the maternal attributes of $ri-
Laksmi, Bhattar, a disciple of Ramanuja, speaks of her as universal Divine Mother,
pervading the whole universe with Visnu and as the "lifé-giving Sakti of the Lord"
(Kumar, 1990: 124). Bhattar persistently insists on the compassion of Sri-Laksmi as‘a
maternal trait of the divine feminine in Sri Vaisnava tradition, describing the goddess

as "the Mother full of compassion, her looks overflowing with compassion, she is
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excellent in generosity, compassion and affection for those who resort to her"
(Kumar', 1990: 126). Narayanan points oﬁt that it is the méther in the famﬂy who
usually mediates between the children and the father, and it is Sri-Laksmi who fulﬁis
this archetypal role in the divine realm (1986: 225). Sri-Laksmi is not only the wife of

Visnu, but she is also "mother of the universe" (Narayanan, 1986: 231).

In the ﬁgurg of the goddess Sri-Laksmi we see the divine embodiment of the
.idea of the feminine_ as close to the natural world and the fertility of the earth.
Furthermore, Sri-Laksmi répresents the domestic ideal of the subordinate wife,
portrayed as the _vdevoted and loving wife of the god Visnu. Like many Hindu goddess
figures, ﬁﬁ-Laksmi is not portrayed literall)v'_as a mother, but her role as Divine |
Mother is strongly félt. She is mother of manifest creation, as divine embodiment of
the feminine principles of sakti, maya, and prakrti, identified with the creafive force of
the univerée' a;ld the Goddess as the ground of all being. Moreover, she is
compassionate mother to her devotees, enacting a rédemptive role as a medium for
spiritual aspirants to attain God-realisatié;_n. In these creafive and salvific roles, which,
I would sﬁggelst, represent divine embodiment of maternal sacred space, Sri-Laksmi is
accorded a power equal to that of Visnu. In her maternal attributes, I would further
mainfain, Sri-Laksmi symbolises an active subjectivity and power not usually revealed

~ in images of the mother.
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Ridha

Just as Sita is recognised as an incarnation of Sri-Laksmi, so too is Radha,
beloved of K_rsga, the god of love and divine avatar of Visnu. Krsna, it is said in the
epics and the Puranic myths, was incamated to redeem the world from the evils of the
Kali age, and is arguably the most popular deity in Hindu vbhakti tradition. But
whereas Sitd echoes and even exaggerates Laksmi's exemplary embodiment of
pativrala, Rédhér presents a singularly different image, one that overturns Lhe
conventional norms_of_ Hindu womanhood. According to Olson's interpretation,
insofar as Laksmi is the "obsequiou§ wife," Radha, in sharp contrast, is "lustful lover"
(1989). However, Radha is also similar to Sita in that she has no known identity apart
from her divine male partner, Krsna, although "it is clear that her union with him
basically alters the structure of Krsna's divine perSonality" (Miller, 1986: 14). Radha's
nature, though, is highly ambiguous; in fact, a variety of literary myths present two
quite different images: one, as adulterous lover of Krsna, and the other, as his legal

wife and divine consort, a role that even elevates her to full divine status as "cosmic

queen," a manifestation of the great Goddess, Devi.

" Radha does not appear as a fully developed heroine in Hindu myth until
relatively late and there is no explicit reference to her in the earlier Puranic myths
devoted to stories of Kfsna. The most popular text containing myths of Kfsna's
childhood and youth, thé Bhagavata Purapa (ca. 10th éentury CE), tells of the
youthful Krsna's intimate sgxual exploits with the gopis (young female cowherds) in
the forests of Vrndavana. A favourite gopr is mentioned, who we assume to be

Radhj, but she is not yet named. It is only in the Gitagovinda, the work of twelfth-
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century poet, Jayadeva, that Ridhé‘s role as Krsna's favourite gopi and lover explicitly
unfolds. This poem evokes a drama of illicit love, written mostly from Radha's point
of view, Where her dominant emotion is one of love in separation, eliciting pain,
longing, jealousy, and sorrow. Separation recalls the theme of Sita's relationship with
Rama, but Radha's longing for Krsna is far more passionately expressed and even
illicit. Radha, indeed, has no formal .claim on Krsna and she is most certainly not
married to him. Their relationship is erotic and passioﬁate, shroudeq in secrecy and
suffused with risk, acted out in the depths of the forest in the darkness of night
(Kinsley, 1986a: 85-6). Nevertheless, the "overall mood is not that of joyful union,
although the two do unite blissfully at the end of the poem, but of love in separation"
(Kinsley, 1986a: 85). Radha is the epitome of the lovesick maiden, tormented by the

pain of her love:

When spring came, tender-limbed Radha wandered

Like a flowering creeper in the forest wilderness,

Seeking Krishna in his many haunts.

The god of love increased her ordeal,

Tormenting her with fevered thoughts,

And her friend sang to heighten the mood. (Jayadeva, 1977: 74; see

Kinsley, 1986a: 85-6).

~ Unlike Laksmi, and even more unlike Sita, Radha is sometimes portrayed as
rebellious and unconventional and her lovemaking with Krsna exudes an intense

paséion and eroticism - even violence. For Radha, love is "a battle of sexual delight"
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and her affair with K:sna "turns the world ‘upside down by overturning social
conventions and accepted norms of behaviour. In fact, their love laughs at social
conventions”" (Olson, 1989: 138-9). The Gz’tégovinda sometimes hints that Radha
| belongs to another (parakiyd), a theme that is made explicit in later vernacular
literature of Bengal Vaisgévism, such as the poéms of the fifteenth-century ecstatic
saint, Candidas (Kinsley, 1986a: 86). According to some texts, Ridha is openly'
dismissive of her husband and carelessly abandons her reputation and her
responsibility to vher' husband, in favour of her adulterous love affair with Krspa
(Olson, 1989: 138). Clearly, Radha does not in any sense exemplify the definition of

an ideal wife according to the Laws of Manu. Instead, she adheres to the laws of love:

Casting away
All ethics of caste
My heart dotes on Krishna
Day and night.
The custom of the clan
Is a far-away cry
And now I know
That love adheres wholly
To its own laws.

(Candidas, 1967: 135; see Kinsley, 1986a: 88)

Whereas Laksmi and Sitad symbolise female sexuality that is subordinated to

male control, Radha appears as a free spirit whose sexuality is expressed through
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uncontrolled passion. Her sexuality, on the other hand, is arguably safely channelled

througll‘l‘lfl'y‘_!g—\/"g_rgg‘lgiﬁgg_ with Kysna. Furthermore, Radhé's ecstatic sexual union with
Krsna represents self-surfender and a willingness to‘ sacrifice her reputation and the
security of social acceptance (Olson, 1989: 139). Radha's plight, and the expression of
her emotion and love, is painfully and instantly recognisable as all too human, caught
in the intensity of all-consuming erotic love. But in abandom’ng everything for Krsna,

Radha's role takes on divine significance, reflecting the ideal devotee's total self-

surrender to God. The culmination of Radha and Krsna's sexual union, then, arguably

symbolises an indivisible, divine oneness, the merging of the devotee with God. As ‘

Olson puts it, "Radha serves more as a model for ‘the soul's odyssey in search of i(s
beloved god" (1989: 141). |

Radha's divinity, however, is later articulated in an alternative view of her
identity as a fully-fledged goddess. Her ambiguous nature emerges in a later definition
of Radha as svakiya, that is, belonging to Krsna, as his legal wife (Kinsley, 1986: 92).
Radha is most significantly cast in this role in the Brahmavaivarfa Purana (15th or
16th century CE), undergoing a textual trahsﬁguration from “"the human mistress of
Krishna dallying amorously in the earthly paradise of Vyndavapa to the heavenly
queen sporting in the celestial sphere of Krishna's supreme world, Goloka" (Brown,
1986: 62). On the more human level, however, Radha's love for Krsna seems to lose
its freedom and playfulness portrayed in the lovesick young girl of the earliver‘texts
(OlsonT 1989). Radha is sometimes depicted as possessive, jealous, dgmanding, and
even cruel in her relations with Krsna, who, nevertheless, has countless wives and

female companions in addition to Radha (Kinsley, 1986a: 94).

s
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Most important, though, in terms of Radha's image as a source of female
power and maternal n'ature, is her identification with the feminine principles of prakrti,
Eakti, and indyd.' Here, Radha's likeness to Laksmi distinctly emerges, pértraying her
as divine consort -who perfoﬁns cosmogonic functions. Parts of the Brahmavaivarta
text elevate Radhi to a position that is even superior to Krsna, aligning her with the
great Goddess, Devi, as "cosmic queen," the creative power of the universe aﬁd the
ground of all beiﬁg. The same text graphically deécribes a copulative cosmogony

between the goddess, Prakrti (Radha) and her partner, Purusa (Krsna):

The Goddess, Primordial Nature, incited passion in the heart of the
Supreme Being.

Krishna, infatuated with her beauty, embraced her in amorous sport for
the lifetime of a Brahma,

At last discharging his seed into her womb.

From her exhausted limbs flowed pefspiration which became the
cosmic waters upon which the universe would float.

From her laboured breathing arose the vital breaths that would sustain
all living beings.

After a hundred eons, the goddess finally gave birth to a golden egg,
which she kicked into the césmiq waters.

From that egg arose; in due course, the  entire universe.

(Brahmavaiva_rta Purana 2.2.30-2.3.60; see Brown, 1986: 57)

! For a definitive textual and theological analysis of Ridhi in the Brahmavaivarta Purdna, see C.
Mackenzie Brown's God as Mother: A Feminine Theology in India (1974).
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Thus did Ridhi and Krsna become parents of; the world.

The Brahmavaivarta Purana further characterises Radha's divine nature as
“attribute" to Krsna's "substance," implying that the term "attribute” does not simply
signify a subordinate, passive part of Krsna, but represents "the essential, activating
quality or force that allows the substance to realise its own nature" (Brown, 1986:
67). Krsna is depicted as powerless without Radha, and thus the goddess becomes
identified as Krspa's sakti, activating his desire to create the universe. In the same
Purdna, when Radhd becomes similarly associated with mdyd, she symbolises "the
power enabling Krishna to obscure his supreme nature and assume the role of a friend,
master, child, or lover, thereby evoking a more inténse, intimate response. on the pért
of his worshippérs" (Brown, .1986: 69). |

The essence of Radha's divine nature, as articulated in the unmistakably
maternal theology of Radha in the Brahmavaivarta Purana, is her soteriological role
as mediator of Krspa's grace and love for his devoteés, echoing Sri-Laksmi's divine
role in relation to Visnu. Radha is supreme as Divine Mother, evér compassionate and
forgiving of her children: "Radha, accordingly, is viewed as the Supreme Mother, and
in this role she is not only the universal creator, but also the supreme mediator and
redeemer for all ignorant and suffering beings" (Brown, 1986: 57). Radha, as Mother,
is revered as more deserving of worship than is Kysna as Father. In contradistinction
to most conventional conceptions of the maternal, whether in western or eastern
religious and philosophical traditions, the mother is given pre-eminence over the

father. The Brahmavaivarta Purana states:



283

Prakti is the Mother of the world, and Purusa the Father of the world.
The Mother of the three worlds is a hundred times more venerable
than the Father...

You [Radha] are the Mother of the world, Hari [Krishna] is the Father.
The guru [spirtual teacher] of the Father is the Mother, to be
worshipped and honoured as supreme. (4.52.34-5; 4.124.11; see

Brown, 1986: 70)

Radha's maternal image, interpreted here as guru, or supreme spiritual teacher, surely
extends beyond the realm of nature, as cause of material creation, to be given
precedence over the father in the realm of culture. It is in her reservoir of maternal

properties, it seems, that Radha's power lies.

~ Parvati

Parvati, like S1ta, Laksmi, and Radh3, is understood mostly in relation to her
husband, the great ascetic god Siva. As Kinsley points out, Pirvati's identity and
mythology is virtually dependent on Siva's. She also displays many of the qualities of
the ideal wife and ideal devotee, particularly in her capacity to remain loyally devotgd
to Siva against all odds. For Siva is a paradoxical figure, at once great ascetic yogi
and ardent lover - the "erotic ascetic"- as Wendy OFlaherty calls him in her book of
the same title (1981). Siva is the "outsider" of the Hindu cosmic pantheon,
symbolising the paradoxes inherent in the human condition and holding the
oppositions of sexuality and chastity, desire and spiritual aspiration, in creative

tension. Siva, the stories of classical Puranic myths tell us, is either performing tapas
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(ascetic austerities) for a thousand years, or making love to his wife, Parvati, for a
thousand years. The very reason for Parvati's birth, the same myths imply, is "td lure
Siva into marriage and thus into the wider circle of worldly life from which he is aloof
as a lone ascetic living the wilds of the mounfains" (Kinsléy, 1986: 35).

Accordingly, as seduce; and then wife of this -wild and eccentric deity, Parvati
plays according to a different set of rules from those followed by her sister goddesses
in the game of cosmic gender relations.. Parvati, meaning "she who dwells in the
mountains," is born.of Himavat and Mena and is ’said to have been kattracted to Siva
f;rom eariy childhood. Nothing, it seems, deters her from her. quest to win Siva, even
though she hears that his "appearance is terrible and that his habits are uncivilised and
inauspicious” (Siva Purana, Rudra-Samhitd 3,25.45-51; see Kinsley, 1986a; 43).
When all else fails to attract the attention of this resolutely reluctant husband-to-be,
the only option left to Parvati i; to match his excessive perfommée of tapas. It is in

“this context that Parvati's unique nature ‘emergves,_The growth of the bhakti tradition
“in the early centuries of the first millennium in India opehed religious life and
aspiration for God-realisation to all, cutting across the brahmanical restrictions of
class and gender. However, the esoteric yogic path to moksa (spiritual liberation),
involving highly disciplined ascetic practices, lafgely remained the domain of male
aspirants. In her intense yogic practices, therefore, Parvati symbolises a different
picture of femininity from the conventional ideal of Hindu‘WOmanhood. Furthermore,
the intensity and eroticism of her lovemaking with Siva, once she "gets her man," |
raises the spectre of uncontrolled female sexuality, which, according to Hindu
tradition, seems to be regarded as dangerous. I will return to fhis interpretation of

female sexuality, as symbolised by the Hindu goddess figures, later.
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Once married and settled, however, Parvati sets about ﬁxlﬁlling her longing for
the conventions of a home, family, and children. She produces two children, neither
by the usual means, thus completing the perfect divine family (Kinsley, 1986a: 42-4).
Karttikeya, the first son, is born from Siva's spilled seed, incubated outside of Parvati,
and Ganesa, the second son, is fashioned by Parvati herself from the dirt and sweat of
her own body. Thus Parvati appears to be a creative mother in more ways than one.
Devotional hymns and iconography depict a harmonious and blissful domestic picture,
even if the modern observer might be forgiven for seeing this ancient mythic family as
a predecessor of a contemporary domestic myth of the macabre, the notorious
Addams family! Favourite toys for the children are Siva's serpent ornaments and
garlands of skulls, while Parvati herself ’oﬁen has to upbraid her husband for
irresponsible gambling and hemp-smoking. But her central goal is to domesticate Siva
and uphold dharma, or social order, and the householder ideal (Kinsley, 1986a: 46-9).
Parvati, then, assumes the role of n;odiﬁer of Siva's cosmic energy, for his sexuality
and asceticism can be dangerous if excessive, generating intense <heat' that might
scorch the universe. In fact, one of Siva's chief divine functions is the destruction of
the universe through his violent cosmic dance, the 7andava. But that dance is danced
with the darker form of the Goddess, Kali. When Siva dances in loving union with
Pirvati, it is an erotic but gentle dance, the ldsya (O'Flaherty, 1980: 131).

In addition to her humanly-inspired aspirations for home and family, Parvati is
clearly identified as an aspect of the supreme Goddess, Devi, thus forming a
harmonious, interdependent rélationship with Siva as supreme God. The Kalika
Purana, for instance, explicitly relates that Devi incarnates as Pérvati, in order to

marry Siva (O'Flaherty, 1986: 135). Not only this, in another layer of the myth,
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Parvati agrees to descend further, incarnating as the mortal queen, Taravati, married -
to an incarnation of Siva, king Candrasekhara, (O'Flaherty, 1986: 135). Thus we see
the interdependence of female and male pﬁnciples ﬁmc'tioning at both human and -
divine levels. At all times, however, as O'Flaherty stresses, Parvati knows that she is
Devi, and thus mediates between the human and ultimately divine realms.

The interdependence between Parvati and Siva is pervasively symbolised in
the sexual imaQery of the yoni (vulva or womb) and the liriga (phallus), the most
popular image of the deity in Saivite temples: "The linga and the yoni symbolise a
creative interaction between the world of the ascetic, in which sexual abstinence is
mandatory, and the life of the householder, in which sex is necessary" (Kinsley,
1986a: 52). Parvati is also represénfed as Sivé‘s .{aldi, his creative energy, without
which he would be inert and unablé to create. She is prakrti (nature), while Siva is
purusa, or pure spirit (Linga Purdna 2.11.4; see Kinsley, 1986a: 50). In short, as we
have seen in other examples of divine hierogamies in post-Vedic myth, Siva and
Parvati embody one, divine unity, symbolising complementary aspects of the ultimate
reality. Parvati's mythic persona, however, is ﬁmdanientally ambiguous, embodying
both ideal wife and devotee of Siva on the one .hand,' and the Goddess on the other:
~ "Parvati, too, may be regarded either as an appendage of the gree;t god Siva or as his
controller” (OFlaherty, 1986: 138). As will become evident later, Parvati's darker and
more powerful _fnanifestation as the Goddess, that is, as Kali, controls and dominates

her male partner, the great god Siva.



287

Devi, Durgs, Kali
Thz theology of the Goddess, Devi (sometimes referred to as Mahadevi, the
Great Goddess), as supreme being and ultimate realit_y, flourished in the medievzﬂ era
of Hindu bhakti tradition. This conception of the divine feminine was crystallised in
the 6th century CE in a section of the Markandeya Purana known as the Devi-
Mahatmya, translated as "The Specific Greatness (or Virtue) of (the) Goddess"
(Coburn, 1991: 1). The text is alsb referred to as the Durgd-Saptasati, the "Seven
Hundred (Verses) to Durga," although, as Coburn points out in Encountering the
Goddess, his translation and exegetical analysis of this text, most editions appear to
have less than six hundred verses (1991: 31). The Devi-Bhdgavata Purana, compiled
some five to ten centuries later, vindicates as well as elaborates on the Goddess as
transcendent and ultimate, and emphasises her maternal nature (Brown, 1990: ix). In
this text, Devi is elevated to cosmic supremacy, the mother, ruler, and supporter of all

beings, even creator of the gods, Brahma, Visnu, and Siva.
Devi, as supreme Goddess, is thus identified with the feminine principles
prakrti, mdyd, and sakti. Many goddesses, as we have seen, are partly defined as the
saktis of their male consorts, providing the activating force for the creation of the

universe. But Devi, as sakti, is the power underlying ultimate reality:

Whatever and wherever anything exists, whether it be real or unreal, O
you who have everything as your very soul,
Of all that, you are the power (sak#i); how then can you be adequately

praised? (Devi-Mdhdtmya 1.63)
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Furthermore, if she appears as sakti in relation to a male deity, the god is almost
always subservient to her. The philosophical understandings of prakrti, as the web of
materiality, and mdya, bas the veil of il_lusion, tend to have negative connotations for
the spiritual path to moksa, but they are transformed .in relation to Devi (Kinsley,
1986a: 133-7). These principles become infused with positivity and the Goddess's

vitality, energy, and power are consequently cherished as cosmic virtues:

(You are) the causé of all the worlds; although possessed of the three
qualities (gunas), by faults you are not known; (you are) unfathomable
even by Hari, Hara, and the other gods. |

(You are) the resort of all, (you are) this entire worl& that is composed
of parts, for you are the supreme, original, l_mtfansformed Prakrti...

Hail to the Goddess, hail etema]ly to the aus’picious great Goddess!

Hail to Prakrti, the auspicious! We who_ are restrained bow down to
her... o

The Goddess who is knbwn as the maya of Visnu in all creatures,

Hail to her, hail to her, hail to her: hail, haill (Devi-Mahdtmya 4.6; 5.7,

5.12)

Kinsley says of Mahadevi, "As sakti, prakrti, and maya, she is not understood
so much as binding creaturés to finite existénce as beiﬁg the very source and vitality of
her creatures. She is the source of creatures - their mother - and as such her awesome,
vital power is revered" (1986: 136). Most important, Devi is Brahman, she is ultimate

reality, and in essence, the Goddess exists beyond all qualities, including the masculine
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and feminine. The Devi'—Mb’h&tfnya, Brown argues, does not so much contend that
ultimate feality is feminine, but underscores the truth that ultimate reality is, indeed,
truly ultimate (1996: 3); Thev Goddess's ultimate transcendence of gender is further
éﬁirmed in the Devi-Gita, (the self-revelation of the Goddess), contained in the later
Devi-Bhagavata Purdana, which affirms "that her highest form of the divine light,
encompasses énd transcends all gender" (Brown, 1990: 14).

In the context of her mythology, even within a single text such as the Devi-
Mahatmya, the Goddess is known by many names. For example, among others, she is
Amba or Ambiki ("Mother" or "Mother dear"); she is Laksmi, Sarasvati, and Parvati;
she is the fierce warrior goddess, Durga and shé is also Parvati's dark form, the
terrible Kali (Coburn, 1991: 19-21). The Goddess's nature, as expressed through her
different names and forms, is fundamentally ambivalent. On the one hand, she is
worshfpp'ed as a distant and transcendent cosmic figure, seated on a heavenly throne
from which she oversees creation, preservation, and destruction of the cosmos with
the blink of an eye. Yet on the other hand, she is understood as an approachable and
accessible mother figure, always ready to comfort and help her devoteés when in
trouble (Kinsley, 1986a: 137-9). The Devi-Bhdgavéta Purapa similarly reveals the
Goddess as both divine mother of the universe and ultimate reality that transcends all
qualities, including gender (Brown, 1990: 14). |

The Goddess's paradoxical nature is reiterated in her benign and terrible forms,
forms that are most vividly evoked in the three main myths of the Devi-Mdhdatmya.
Sometimes the Goddess is poﬁrayed as exceptionally beautiful, associated wifh erotic
desire and pleasure, and at others, as maternal symbol of fertilify and nourishment

{Kinsley, 1986a: 142-3). In contrast, however, Devi also assumes fierce and terrible
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forms as protector of the cosmos and her ferocity is sometimes depicted as
uncontrolled and bloodthirsty, even to the extent of posing a threat to the very
cosmos she aims to protect: "The context of combat arouses an aspect of the Devi
that delights in the blood lust of battle and is reminiscent of the berserk qualities of
warriors by which they undertake bloodcurdling deeds" (Kinsley, 1986a: 144). As
O'Flaherty contends, Indian goddesses can be divided into two main classes, that is,
either as "goddesses of the breast" (auspicious and benign) or as "goddesses of the
tooth" (erotic and dangerous) (1980: 90). This point of polarisation and its various
interpretations will be revisited later.

In any event, despite the ambivalence of Devi's nature, the myths
unequivocally assert the Goddess's salviﬁc‘ function when the world is in danger.
Noting an affinity here with the redemptive role of .Krsna, divine incarnation of Vispu,
in the Bhagavad Gita (part of the great epic, the Mahdbhdrata), Coburn points to
other verses in the Mahabhdrata dedicated to Durgd's "salvific activity in the teeth of
adversity" (1991: 27). The idea of deities periodically incarnating for the sake of
redeeming the world pervades the myths of both Krspa and the Goddess. It is a motif
that is readily apparent in the Devi-Mahatmya, particularly in the twelfth chapter,
"immediately after the Goddess's Krishna-like future incarnations have been

enumerated" (Coburn, 1991: 27):

The proclamation of my births grants protection from evil spirits,
Since it deals with my conduct in battles, laying waste the wicked

demons.
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When it is heard, there will be no danger to human beings from their
enemies...

Just in this fashion does the blessed Goddess, even though she is
eternal,

Provide protection for the world, O bking, by coming into being again

and again. (Devi-Mahdtmya 12.22; 23; 33)

In the frame story of the Devi-Mahatmya, as part of the Markandeya Purana,
the sage Markandeya seeks to instruct two of his pupils about the identity of the

Goddess:

The seer said:

“She is étemal, having as her forfn the world. By her is all this
pervaded. | |

Also, her b_irth in many forms. Hear about this from me.

When she becomes manifest for the sake of accomplishing the work of
the gods, |

Then, even though she is called "etemal,' she is said to be 'bomn in the

world'..." (Devi-Mahdtmya 1.47-48)

The sage thereby explains how the Godde_ss is born, and what she does, through the
medium of three myths in which she is identified with her form as the invincible
warrior goddess, Durga. As:Kinsley points out, in contemporary Hindu belief and

ritual, Durga is widely worshipped as the favourite form of the Goddess, and from a
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theological standpoint, .the Devi and Durga "are essentially the same deity" (Kinsley,
1986a: 138).

In the first of these narratives, Durga's form is evoked through the praises of
the creator, Brahma, who calls upon her capacity as Mahamaya, or divine deceiver of
~ the sléeping Visnu. Brahma asks her to separate herself from Visnu so thai he will
awaken to consciousness and be able to overcome the demons Madhu and Kaitabha.
Having removed the veii of illusion from Visnu, Durga uses her divine power, instead,
to delude the demons, thus assisting Vispu to kill them. It is Brahma's exaltation itself

that gives birth to the Goddess's embodied power to help Visnu:

May you, praised in this -faéhion, 0 'Goddess, with your superior
powers

Confu’se these two unassailable Asuras, Madhu and Kaitabha,

And may the imperishable lord.of the world be quickly awakened,

And may his alertness be used to slay these two great Asuras. (Devi-

Mahatmya 1.66-67)

Furthermore, in the Devi-Bhdgavata Purdné, Visnu's helplessness is accentuated in
favour of elevating the heroic deeds of the Goddess above the po@er of the great
gods, Brahma, Visnu, and Siva (Brown, 1990: 104-9),

The second myth is the most famous and popular rendition of Durga's warlike
powers and well portrayé her ambivalent image. Here, Durga conquers the buffalo-
démon, Mahisa, who, having defeated the gods, can only be destroyed by a woman.

Durga is invoked by the gods as a result of a cosmic crisis that leaves them helpless. It
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is the fejas (heat) or fiery splendour of the gods, each one giving a bodily part or
weapon to the Goddess, that creates Durga's body and superior power, as she rides

into battle on her lion (Devi-Mahatmya 2.9-33).

Having seen the triple world tremi)ling, the enemies of the gods,

With all their armies prepared for battle, their weapons upraised, rose
up together.

Mabhisura, having fumed in anger, "Ah, what is this?!,"

Rushed toward the sound, surrounded by all the Asuras.

Then he saw the Goddess, filling the triple .world with her radiance,
Causing the earth to bow down at the t-read of her feet, scratching the
sky with her diadem,

Making all vthe nether regions tremble at the sopnd of her bowstring,
Standing (there) filling all the directions with her thousand arms.

Then there began a battle between the Goddess and the enemies of the

gods... (Devi-Mahatmya 2.34-38)

After successfully slaying the millions of warriors who made up Mabhisa's army, Durga
finally fights the great demon, Mahisa, and beheads him with her mighty sword.

In relation to these tales of Durgd's mighty power, it is significant that the
Devi-Bhagavata Purdna répeats the myths of the Devi-Mahatmya not only once, but
twice, and extensively elaborates the details of the narratives. In the story of Mahisa's
downfall, a lengthy conversation between Durgé and the demon reveals that Mahisa,

to his peril, sees Durga as a mere woman and is deceived by her great beauty and
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"femininity" (Devi-Bhagavata Purdna 5.12.14-30): "Mabhisa ingists that as a woman
the goddess is too delicate to fight, téo beautiful for anything but love play, and must.
come under thé protéction and guidance of a man in order to fulfil her ’proper
‘proclivities" (Kiﬁsley, 1986a: 99).

In spite of Mahisa's mistaken vision of Durga, this goddess clearly violates
Manu's requirements for ideal womanhood and wifely vir;tues; thus situating herself at
tﬁe periphery of the social order. For Durga excels in the traditionally male pursuit of
war and, unlike "normal" women or the more restrained goddesses, she is no’t.the
submissive wife and homemaker. ‘Although it could nevertheless be argued that the
Goddess's power is called up and even creatgd ﬁy the power of the male deities,
Kinsley makés a pertinent. point that differentiates Durga from the divine consorts of
those gods: "Durga doés.not lend her power or sakti to a male consort but rather
takes power from the male go_.ds in order to pérform her. own heroic exploits"
(Kinsley, 1986a: 97). The third myth finally pusﬁes Durgid's liminal nature even further
beyond the boundaries of social and cosmic order, in the form of Kali, the "Mad
Mother" (Brown, 1989: 110-23).

The third myth of the Devi—Méh&tmya finds the gods in trouble yet again, -
defeated by the. great asuras (demons) Sumbha and Nisumbha. And, once more, they
call onn the Goddess to save them. When Durgi is taunted by the demons’ generals,
Canda and Munda, Kali emerges from he;' forehead, a personification of Durgé's

wrath, who easily destroys Canda and Munda and their armies:

From the knitted brows of her forehead's surface immediately

Came forth Kali, with her dreadful face, carrying sword and noose.
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She carried a strange skull-topped staff, and wore a garland of human
heads;
She was shrouded in a tiger skin, and looked utterly gruesome with her
“emaciated skin,
her widely gaping mouth, terrifying with its lolling tongue,
With sunken, reddened eyes and a mouth that filled the directions with
roars.
She fell upon the great Asuras in that army, slaying them immediately.
- She then devoured the force of the enemies of the gods.
...The army of those mighty and distinguishéd demons
She destroyed: she devoured some, #nd thrashed the others.
Some were sliced by her sword, others pounded with her skull-topped

staff. (Devi-Mahdtmya 7.5-8; 13-14)

As the story unfolds, it tells of a band of seven saktis - Brahmani, Mahesvari,
Kaumari, Vaisnavi, Varahi, Narasimhi, and Aindri - who emerge from seven gods and
are collectively known as "the Mothers." These are fierce and bloodthirsty mothers
indeed and make short work of the armies sent forth by Sumbha and Nisumbha to
attack Durgd. But then the next major demon to enter the fray is Raktabija, who
possesses the extraordinary power to recreate himself in every drop of his blood spilt
in battle, rendering him virtually invincible. Kéli,v however, is undismayed and sets

about drinking Raktabija's blood and chewing up his countless facsimiles:
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With her mouth Kali seized upon the blood of Raktabija.
- Camunda [Kali] took it all into her mouth, from every direction,

And also into her mouth entered the great demons who were born of

his blood.

Camunda chewed them up, and drank his blood.

With spear, thunderbolt, arrows, swords, and lances the Goddess

Wounded Raktaija, whose blood was being drunk by Camunda.

Mortally wounded by that constellation of weapons, the great demon

Raktabija

Fell to the earth bloodless, O king!

And then, O king, the gods entered into boundless joy.

When he was slain, the band of Mothers danced about, intoxicated by

his blood. (Devi-Mahdtmya 8.56; 58-62)

Rid of Raktabija, the Goddess, with the aid of the seven Mothers, successfully
defeats Nisumbha, leaving only Sumbha, the very last demon, still alive. He defiantly
taunts the Goddess, accusing her of relying on the power of others - that is, the seven
Mothers or saktis, to defeat her enemies. The Goddess answers him by asserting her

supreme oneness, and all the sakfis reenter her body:

The Goddess said:
* "I alone exist here in the world; what second other than I, is there?
O wicked one, behold these my manifestations. of power entering back

into me!"
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Thereupon, all the goddesses, led by.Brahmz‘mi,
Went to their resting-place in the body of the Goddess; then there was

just Ambika, alone. (Devi-Mahatmya 10.3-4)

| The Goddess then single-handedly fights Sumbha and finally, after an earth-sha’ttering.
battle, kills him and restores the world to order: "When that wicked one was dead, the
whole universe became soothed, regaining its natural condition once more" Devi-
Mahatmya 10.25).

In the elaborations of the Devi-Bhagavata Purdna, however, one of the most
visible paradoxes of the Goddess's natﬁre is underscored, that of her contradictory
erotic and horrific features. Ambikd (Durgi) ;torrnents the manly Sumbha with her
womanly beauty and passion and, hoping to lessen his own humiliation in being
defeated by a woman, Sumbha begs Ambik3 at lleast to assurhe a darker, more ugly
form. Ambika thus calls up Kalika (Kali), arguably the polar opposite of her own fair
beauty, being "black in complexion, with protuberant, hanging lips, scrawny limbs,
sharp teeth and nails, and yellow eyes like those of a cat" (Brown, 1990: 120).
Ambika then stands by and watches Kalika slay Sumbha. This splitting of Devf into
the two figures of Ambika (Durgd) and Kiliki (Kili), Brown suggests, serves to
absorb and resolve "some of the tension between the erotic and horrific aspects of the
Goddess" (1990: 121).

The Puranic portrayals of Kali do not mark her only appearances as a form of
| the Goddess, but her overall image, particularly in Indian iconography, is consistently
hideous and terrifying (Brown, 1989: 110; Gupta, 1991: 21; Kinsley, 1986b: 144-5).

In contrast, there are instances in later texts, such as the Karparadi-Stotra, a Tantric
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text, where Kali is described as young and beautiful, with a gently smiling face
(Gupta, 1991: 21; Kinsley, 1986b: 144). Howeve;, red eyes, matted hair, pendulous
breasts, emaciated body, quod dripping from her mouth, human heads around her
neck and waist, dead infants hanging as earrings from her ears, make up the more
commonly érticulated litany of apballing awfulness that is Kali. Haunting the
. cremation grounds, where ordinary women are forbidden to g0, or rushing into battlé,

she appears mad and destructive, intoxicated by the blood of her foes. Her natﬁre‘

pushes far beyond the confines of conventional society, apparently reinforcing the

patriarchal Hindu image of the untamed feminine as a threat to stability and social

order.

Kali is not only associated with Durgé but also with Parvati, the mostly
benevolent consort of Siva. Kali (the "black one") appears as the dark and negative
side of Parvati's nature, symbolised in her dark complexion, When Siva teases her for
her blackness, Parvati pracfices inteﬁse austerities in order to cast off her dark skin,
reappearing as Gauri (the "golden one"), with glowing and golden complexion
(Vamana Purdna, chs. 25-29; see Kinsley, 1986b: 146). Kali also emerges as a
personification of Parvati's fury in order to fight the demon, Daruka, and thus appears
in her terrible form. But Siva, although himself not renowned for social respectability,
has to step in to calm his spouse, whose blood-intoxicated frenzy threatens the very
cosmic order she was called upon to restore (Linga Purdna 1.106; see Kinsley,
1986b: 146). Whereas Péfvati modifies her husband's excesses and seeks to hold the
tensions of human nature in balance, Kali incites Siva to his wildest extremes, for
instance, in their divine /@ (play) of the tﬁpdaya, the cosmic dance. Siva, as Lord of

the Dance, often dances in competition with Kali, the two deities "inspiring each other
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to greater frenzy, shaking the worlds with the pounding of their feet and' threatening
the breakdown of the cosmic crder" (Brown, 1989: 113). Only when Siva wins the
violent contest between the two dancers, and alloyys himself to be soothed by his
peaceful wife, Parvati, is Siva restored to domesticity and the universe to order
(O'Flaherty, 1980: 141-3).

However, as spouse of Siva, Kili is most commorily portrayed as the
dominant partner, sometimes sranding or dancing upon his nude and prostrate body.
The imagery is explicitly erotic, with Kili on top of Siva's erect phallus, a union

symbolising the dominant pcwer of the female in the creation of the universe. It is
Kali, in her maternal and reproductive role as Siva's sakti, "who will receive the
cosmic seed and bring forth the universe ﬂorri her womb" (Brown, 1989: 114). As
Brown points out, Kili's relationship with Siva elicits her maternal role as cosmic
mether,.thus_beg.inning "to bridge'the gap between her horrific and benign modes...
Her destructive eriergies are now perceived as part of her transformative powers
involving both growth and decay" (Brown, 1989: 114). Kili is both creator. and
destroyer, embodiment of both life and death.

If Kali seems to reinforce the Hindu patriarchal conception of uncontrolled,
and therefore dangerous, female vsexuality, in her outrageous contravention of
dharmic ideals of wifely virtue and motherhood, Tantric interpretations of Kaili
- arguably reveal her deeper significance for spiritual life (Brown, 1989: 114-16; Gupta, |

i991: 22-3). Siva as purusa and Sakti (Kali) as prakrti are one, the supreme
Brahman, continually bringing forth and wi_tlidraQing the universe. Each aspect of
Kali's body symbolises an aspect of consciousness, and at the level of spiritual

transcendence, her terrifying nature is understood as salvific, symbolising her power
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to destroy ignorance (rﬁdyd) and transform the deluded individual ego (Brown, 1989:
121-22). As Kinsley explains it, Kali represents "blood and death out of place," the
uncontrolled chaos that impinge§ én the fragile order of society, reminding us that life
is essentially disorderly. The Hindu ideal of dharma fails to allow for unpredictable,
even tragic events and the often chaotic nature of real life; but Kali can redeem us by
giving birth to a wider vision of reality. In the context of the spiritual quest for moksa,
Kaili reminds us of a realm that transcends déarma, beckoning "humans to seek a
wider, more redemptive vision of their destiny" (Kinsley, 1986b: 152).

Despite her profound vambivalence, as redeemer Kaili is "mother," and to her
devotees, no~matter how chaotic or fierce she may be, she is always approached as
divine mother. This was exemplified by the two great Bengali saints, Ramprasad
(1718-75) and Ramakrishna (1836-86), who both worshipped Kili with a fervent and
unconditional devotion (Brown, 1989: 119-21). Ramprasad's devotional songs
emphasise the goddess Kili's explbits, no matter how repellent, as &ila (divine play) |

and her maternal form as maya:

All this is the mad Mother's play,

The three worlds are deluded by her maya.

The woman's true nature is hidden by her lla -

She herself is mad, her husband is mad, her two disciples are mad.

(McLean, 1995: 88).

Sometimes the Goddess is cruel and heartless, sometimes she is merciful and

compassionate, but always she is Mother. Magician and trickster, sometimes even
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deceiving her "children," Kali is plainly ﬁot élways the "good mother" (McLean,1995:
90). Réamakrishna's worship, often inspired by Ramprasad's poetry, was intimate and
as unconventional as the goddess herself. For Rémakﬁshna, Kali was the "all-merciful
and benign mother of all" and although he did not forget her horrific side, like
Ramprasad, "he saw through her terrifying demeanour, tﬁereby diséovering her
maternal affection for all humankind" (Brown, 1989:‘ 121). Both saints offered
themselves in total self-surrender to the goddess Kali, whether f'good mother" or
“terrible mother." Just as the wprld is ambiguous and uhpredictable, 50 too, is the play
of its mother. But it is just that - play - for in reality (that is, ultimate reality), mother
Kali transcends the paradoxes of life and the mores of society, revealing divine
perfection and freedom: "For the devotee, vall earthly sorrows and pains then
disappear, merging. in that ocean of bliss known as Kali" (Brown, 1989: 122). Is this,
perhaps, the maternal plenitude, referred to by Sprengnether, to which all béings long
to return? The place where life and death meet, a place that so many religions and

cultures, it seems, call "mother."

82 INTERPRETATIONS OF DIVINE AMBIVALENCE
In the above analysis of a number of Hindu goddess figures who appear in
post-Vedic, classical Sanskritic myths, the emergence of the great Goddess, Devi,
' who is understood as supreme being and ultima-te reality, has been recognised. The
Goddeés, we recall, has pfoved to.embody. ambivalence and paradox, revealed in her
own nature as well as among the myriad goddess figures who represent her divine
embodiments. With regard to just the few Hindu goddesses who have been analysed

in some detail above, it is clear that each goddess also possesses a significant identity
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of her own, one that often similarly embodies paradoxical characteristics. If, for a
moment, we can use the generic term of the "divine feminine" in Hindu tradition,
some of the enigmatic oppositions that are app';u'ent‘include transcendence and
immanence; dominance and submission; eroticism and asceticism; sacrifice and
abundance; beauty aﬁd ugliness; chaos and order; danger and protection; gentleness
and ferocity; benevolence and malevolence; creation and destruction; birth and death.

Life, also, is full of paradox and unprediétability and in this sense, as well as
many others, religious myth, and its enactment through ritual, provide symbols for
spiritual life and pointers for moral values and social norms. Ur;doubtedly, myth also
reflects and reinforces existing social structures, the most pertinent, in terms of this
study, being gender relations and the cultufal values attached to femininity. In
religious myth, the activities of the deities function as rﬁetaphors for similar
‘experiences among humans (Harman, 1989: 5-6).l In other words, a religious
metaphor - for example, "sacred marriage" among the Hindu deities - creates a point
of contact between the divine and human realms, for marriage occurs among humans,
too. Such a ‘metaphor, for our purposes, rﬁight be expanded to all male-female
relations among the deities, conjugal or otherwise. Many modern scholars of Indian
religion have offered interpretations of the Goddess's (or the goddesses') ambivalence,
particularly in the context of her (or their) relationships with male deities, and What it
- signifies for relations between women and men, as well as relations between humans
and deities. |

Taking up the metaphor of "sacred marriage," one of the most fruitful
interpretations of the ambivalence of Hindu goddesses was first advanced by

Indologist, Lawrence Babb (1970), whose theory rests on an explanatory framework
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of marriage and masculine control of female power ar;d sexuality. His theory has
generated lively scholarly debate - accepted and employed by some scholars, critiqued
and reinterpreted by others - since the early 1970s. Babb has attempted to explain the
mystery of the Goddess's contradictions: For example, in times of prosperity the
Goddess is Lé.ksmi, bestower of abdndaﬁce and happiness, but in times ‘of adversity
she is the great destroyer, Durga, manifesting in her most extreme form as the terrible
Kali (1970: 140).

In short, Babb rationalises this apparent polarisation of feminine divinity by
dividing Hindu mythic goddess figures into two similarly polarised categories: married
or not married. In the case of the former, a goddess is controlled by a male deity,
representing the restraint bf femaie power ‘and sexuality, and is ‘therefore benign; as
such, she exemplifies passive devotion to her husband. In the latter case, a goddess is
independent, or tends to dominate any male partner she might be associated with;
such a goddess figure represents the dangers of uncontrolled female power and
sexuality and is therefore malevolent. Divine partnerships of the first category, Babb
notes, reflect powerful ethical qualities, as exemplified in the marriage of Rama, who
personifies benevolent kingship, and Sita, who embodies "the very model of wifely
- virtues" (1970: 142). Here, a clear example of the metaphor of "sacred marriage"
articulates "a point of juncture between religious symbol and social structure" (Babb,
1970: 142). In contrast, when a goddess is dominant in a divine partnership, she is
perceived as the embodiment of an impersonal force, which can be used for the good,
but which can also be dangerous to her devotees. She symbolises the contradiction of
Hindu social norms and fear of uncontrolled female sexuality, and in this form, the

goddess has to be appeased through blood sacrifice. Babb concludes with a statement
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about the nature of gendered divinities that has arguably become one of the most
frequently cited suppositions in the study of Indian religion and myth: "When the
feminine dominates the masculine the pair isvs‘inister; when male dominates female the
pair is benign" (1970 142).

Other scholars of Hindu religious tradition, such as Richard Brubaker (1986;.
1989) and Kinsley (1986b), have essentially agreed with this categorical polarisation,
but have extended it from a theological perspective. The ambivalence of the
goddesses signifies more than a model for or reflection of societal norms, but has
profound significance for Hindu religious life and the spiritual ideal of moksa. As we

recall, Kihsley suggests that Kali, for example, in her disruption of social and cosmic
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order, symbolises a realm of consciousness beyond the parameters of dharma or; ‘J'J(kl .

social order. Kili, as an example of the Goddess's fiercer form, thus leads her W
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are confronted with paradox, but in this instance in the Single figure of an
independent, dominant, and powerful goddess. This in itself problematises Babb's
taxonomy of two distinctive types of goddess.

In response to this problem, Brubaker extends the polarisation of the divine
feminine - whether embodied in a single goddess or between different goddesses - to
encompass an analogous tension embedded in the Hindu vision of the sacred (1989;
157-9). The second part of Babb's statement concerning the benevolence of the
married pair is correct, according to Brubaker, and corresponds to a domesticated and
sanitised conception of the sacred. But the first part of the statement is too limiting,

he argues, for the danger and disruption of the independent goddess is not necessarily
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malevblent', but can é]so be understood as an expression of the sacred, in its
redemptive and liberating power. Insofar as visions of the divine feminine are
polarised, so, too, are visions of the sacred: On the one hand, the sacrem
conceptualised by Hindus as ordered, predictable, and safe, symbolically expressed
through the practice of self-denial, self-control, and ritual sacrifice, all of which

function to reinforce social harmony and to lead the devotee towards heavenly

reward. On the other hand, however, the Hindu vision of the sacred is also
understood to erupt in real life in unpredictable and dangérous ways, such as drought
or disease, and is symbolised by the fierce and disruptive attributes of the godjfi%/
Her healing and blessingé are then invoked, so that her dangerous power is
transformed to beneficence, through ecstatié ritual, blood sacrifice, and mystic
communion with the divine. But why is the uncontrolled and potentially dangerous
po\&er of the sacred symbolised as female? Or, alternatively, why is it the dangerous
female who is consistently sacralised as powerful and salvific? According to Brubaker,
male fear of the power of female sexuality in Hindu society is transposed from the
human level to the spiritual level, akin to the human fear of the depth of the sacred,
the fear of the unknown that awaits on the other side of the threshold of moksa (1989:
159).

I would argue, in this context, that the domesticated, safe, and benign
conception of the sacred could be further compared to the sacralisation of the "good
mother" of psthoanalytic theory. Similarly, the uncontrolled and dangerous power of
the sacred is echoed in the psychoanalytic view of the mysterious feminine, the
pathology of femininity, and the spectre of’ maternal subjectivity, aggression, and

power. Hindu mythic symbols of this sacred and redemptive power, which can be
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devotees call "Mother." The presence of ambivalenée and tension represented in the
divine feminine of Hindu tradition, the good and terrible mother of the goddess myths,
I would argue, is strongly felt: The power of the mother demands attention and is
propelled to the light of consciousness by the dynamic power of symbol and ritual; the
power of the feminine may still feared, but it is not repressed into the unconscious,
lingering in the dark corners of the psyche.

To return to critical analysis of Babb's dichotomy, it can be argued that his
categories are fay too narrow and limiting. If nothing else, the goddesses of Hinduism
unequivocally express that femaleness is not a limiting condition. As Gross points out,
the goddess figures enact a broad range QfFU!F‘![?!‘!_Y_a.,l,‘fi"_l,ﬁcﬂ‘fiﬂes: To name bum
few, Sarasvati embodies learning; Sita, endurance, loyalty, and devotion; Laksmi,

wealth, well-being, love, and compassion; Radhi, erotic love and self-surrender;

Parvati, asceticism, eroticism, and domestic harmony; Durga, beauty and fierce ei
strength;4 and Kali, devastating power and thé déstruction of finite attachmgnts ;
(Gross, 1989: 226-7). -
Kathleen Emdl, in her study of Hindu goddesses in Northwest India, Victory
to the Mother (1993), echoes fhese ideas in her critique of Babb's categories.
Acknowledging that the Goddess is undeniably ambiguous, she suggests that "gentle"
and "fierce" may be better descriptive classifications, terms that can be equally applied
to the diverse male deiﬁes. The so-called "malevolent” goddess figures, such as Durga
and Kali, are certainly fierce and warrior-like, but their actions usually fanction to

protect the created universe. They are, in any event, complex figures who embody

such contradictions as beauty and ferocious strength, destructiveness and maternal
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protectiveness (1993: 155). But with regard to the so-called "benevolent," married
goddesses, Emndl asks, "is it appropriate, for example, to lump together such different
consort goddesses as Parvati and Sita or Laksmi and Radha?" (1993: 157). Parvati,
for instance, symbolises the tension between ascetic spiritual practice and domestic
life; her power and determination in her practice of austen'ties push far beyond the
boundaries of the stereotype of wifely domesticity. Sarasvati, too, ﬁlthough beneficent
in her blessings to humankind, clearly represents qualities that contradict stereotypical
images of the feminine as symbol of nature, fertility, and sexuality. Instead, she
embodies pure spirituality and is ‘worshipped for her patronage of all aspects of
culture. Furthermore, although usually understood as wife of the creator, Brahmi,
Sarasvati is worshipped independently, as a deity who ‘has become more important
than her consort. Moreover, can Sita, the loyal wife and perfect devotee, really be
classified alongside Radha, who is mostly portrayed as adulterous lover, not even
married to Krsna? Both Sitd and Radha represent explorations of the nature of
devotion to God and symbolise aspects of divine-human relationship, but in very
different wa);s (Kinsley, 1986a: 4). Radha's love, we recall, is passionate and éven
jealous - in fact, Radha is not always gentle - but she is committed to total self-
surrender in her union with Krspa. Laksmi, more than any, personifies benevolence,
well-being, and compassion, but in certain devotional contexts she is also
acknowledged as sakzi, Cosmic Mother, signifying a power that is equal to Visnu's.
To sum up, Erndl, along with other scholars such as Brown, Brubaker, and
~ Kinsley, point to a holistic theology of the Godd.ess in Hindu bhakti tradition that
embodies the paradoxes and tensions inherent in the human condition, a theology

“"that embraces all aspects of reality, not just the most pleasant... Devi is closely
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connected with the realities and ambiguities of life. She is prakrti (matter), sakti
(divine power), maya (creative illusion), and samsara (the .worldly cycle) - which
encompass purity and impurity, auspiciousness and inauspiciousness, creation and
destruction, life and death” (Erndl, 1993: 155).

The questipn still remains as to whether the distinction of married or
unmarried i; the most appropriate yardstick with which to explain the ambivalence of
the Goddess and hér diverse forms. Frédérique Marglin, for example, also points to
the connection between symbolic and social realities, stressing that myth and ritual
contain and encode the diverse cultural values of Hindu society (1985: 41). The
deﬁnition’ of independent, uncontrolled» goddessés as malevolent vsymbolises the
negative cultural valuation of female sexuélit& as impure and dangerous (Marglin,

1985 42-4). Alternatively, however, sexuality has a poéitive cultural valuation m)

i =

Hindu life, which is also encoded in myth and encapsulated in the term "auspicious"”

(1985: 44-6). Sexual intercourse is regarded as auspicious and applies‘ equally to male 55533

and female sexuality, signifying a non-hierarchical power that overrides the social

construction of male dominance. Myths of the gbddesses articulate a female power

and sexuality that is auspicious and good, associated with regeneration and the ,
: —

maintenance of life.

What is dangerous, or inauspicious, in this alternative Hindu view of the
world, is’ celibacy, both male and female. Male celibacy, such as Siva's great
asceticism, generates a blazing heat that is dangerous to the cosmos, symbolising the
searing heat that causes real-life disasters, such as drought and famine. Erotic activityk

and sexual intercourse among the deities therefore symbolises the cooling of

destructive heat, the bringing of rain, and regeneration; in this context, then, female
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sexuality is considéred auspicious for its power to ensﬁre the fertility of the land
(1985: 53). Similarly, as portrayed by the goddess Parvati, female asceticism and
celibacy generates the same dangerous heat and potential for destruction as male
asceticism. In terms of the esséntial auspiciousness of regeneratibn through sexual
activity, conjugal relations serve to tame both the male and female. This is ’portrayed,
for instance, in the marriage of Parvati and Siva: Parvati defuses the heat of Siva's
tapas and domesticates him just as much as he controls Parvati. Marglin therefore
suggests that in the case of the independent goddesses, it is not their uncontrolled
sexuality that holds potential danger for the world, but the power generated by their
celibate state. Nonetheless, the fiery energy of the single goddesses is ambivalent in
itself, for, as enacted by Durga in the myths of fhe Devi-Mahatmya, it is frequently
turned to good cause, through its salvific power to conquer evil (Marglin, 1985: 55).
In conclusion, I suggest that the key to understanding the ambiguities of the
Goddkess or goddesses, lies in fnythic portraits of and devotees' attitudes towards the
Goddess. I would reiterate that interp‘re‘tations'of the multifaceted divine feminine do
not rest on the classiﬁcgtion of sacred ‘marriage, but on the category of motherhood
(Kurtz, 1992: 20-3). The attitude of worship offered to Devi belongs in the sacred
Aspéce of fhe mother: "She is the Mother, and all devotees are her children. Perhaps
that is why the efotic madhurya bhava [lover-beloved mood] is conspicuously absent
from Devi bhakti; to see oneself as the lover or consort of the Goddess would violate
the incest taboo" (Erndl, 1993: 159). It is within this matemal‘sac‘red space that
diverse and ambivvvalent mythic iméges are generated, diverse qudess figures that-are
connected and unified by the idea that “all the goddesses are mothers" (Kurtz, 1992:

23). The ultimate message of the mythology of the Goddess, in all her forms, is that
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she is Divine Motbher, Both as substance of the universe and the creative energy that
produces it.

Although few goddesses in post-Vedic myths are portrayed as bio.logica]
-mothers, they are all endowed with creative, regenerative power, frequently
conceptualised in the feminine principles of prakrti and sakti. The_ theology of the
Goddess, -and all her forms, contains ambiguities and multivalent qualities, but all of
them can arguably be interpreted through the paradigm of divine motherhood.
Recalling the goddesses addressed in this study, Sita appears as a human, biological A Z/b(
mother, but as goddess, she is symboi of fertility, the sakti or energisgr of Rama and
upholder of the world. Siti also embodies the ideal of self-sacrifice, a quality so o;ﬁel/{
associated with the mother, portraying her unshakeable devotion to God. Laksmi,
functions as symbol of fertility in many of her myths, but her cosmogonic role as
universal Mother and sakti of Visnu is also powerfully expressed, articulated as equal
-or even superior to Visnu, in some devétional traditions. Even Radha, the adulterous
lover of Krsna, is eventually elevated to the status of Cosmic Queen, mediator of

Krsna's blessings to devotees; in later Puranic myth, we recall, Radha and Kyspa's |

copulative cosmogony transform them into the parents of the universe. Parvati is both
human and divine mother, creating one of her children from the excretions of her own Ng BMW
body, symbolising a creative power that stands alone, without male contribution. But \ MM” b{g&\
as symbol of the divine feminine, as Sakti, she is inseparable from the masculine,.as W
Siva, forming a unified symbol of ultimate reality. The goddess Sarasvati then brings a

different tone; although benevolent, her nature extends beyond the parameters of

creativity associated with female reproductivity and nature, for she is the pure spiritual

- mother, the guardian of learning and knowledge, deeply involved in the creation of



311

culture. Durga, Kili, and the "seven mothers" prolifically enact the fiercer features of
Devi, the "terrible mothér," but also the redeemirig mother, the protector of her
children. In these forms, the Divine Mother is raised above the masculine in her
reproductive role as creator. The Goddess and her manifestations constitute the.

"cosmic Mother," whose energy and power creates, destroys, and reproduces the

universe:

Regeneration is a cyclical process, part of an endless spiral of birth,
growth, maturation, decay, and death. From this perspective, death is
not an end but the necessary transition to rebirth and regeneration,
This is pithily captﬁred in the following Sanskrit sayiﬁg: “Again birth,
again death, again sleep in the mother's womb.* For Hindus, death is

iike a sleep in the mother's womb. (Marglin, 1985: 55)

In her critique of the myth of maternal sacred space, Spengnether examined
how the maternal body has beén constructed as sacfed space, the womb or site where
birth and death meet, representing the human experience of mortality and
“estrangement of being." In patriarchal society and psychoanalytic theory, the fear of
this inevitable human condition, and' all its attendant ambiguities, has been
unequivocally associated with the feminine and with the body of the (m)other, as a

.

symbol of the unconscious, in an attempt to deny that "We are, each of us, male and

female, fallen out of that state of fullness of Being which we sometimes imagine as
paradise, which we seek falsely to identify with intrauterine existence" (Sprengnether,

1990: 245-6). In the psychoanalytic framework this sacred space is a contested one,
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embodying polarisation and paradox, the "good" and the "terﬁble" mother, who is

both exalted and denigrated: but, it is always the mother. Do we see the same politics

of sacred space, on the level of the divine, in Hinduism's construction of the "Divine

Mother"? Or do the goddesses of I-_Iinduisfn provide a ﬁch symbolic resource for

women to draw on for their social and ~spiﬁtuai empowerment? Moreover, when

Sprengnether identifies the need for a "new metaphysics" that incorporates both male
v / _

and female in coming to grips with our mortality and "fundamental estrangement of

being," do the goddesses make a positive or negative contribution? These questions

~

remain to be explored in the conclusions of the following final chapter.
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CHAPTER NINE: CONCLUSIONS

We are, each of us, male and female, fé.llen out of that state of
fullness of Being which we sometimes imagine as paradise, which
we seek falsely to identify with intrauterine eﬁstence. And yet
each of us enters the world thrbugh the body of a woman - a
carnal énigma that has vil;tually baffled our systems of
understanding. Rather than fleeing, condemning, or idealizing the
body of the (m)other, we need to recognize her in ourselves.

(Sprengnether, 1990: 246-5)

Offering inspiration for the beginning of this project, the above passage
remains equally appropriate for its conclusion. This thesis tells a story from thé
diverse perspectives of psychoanalysis, feminism, and religion. It is also a story within
a story - that of the mother, who embodies the core narrative within a wider one that
teils of the composition of the self and what it means to be human. It is also a story
that takes into account different domains of being: body, mind, and psyche or spirit.
The study as a whole rests on the reality that all versions of the story, and all the
domains of human beingness, are gendered: In the wider context of that reality, I have
chosen to focus on the unique myth of "mother" and "motherhood." Through the
focusing lens of maternal embodiment and motherhood, therefore,‘I'have z;imed to
uncover how bsychoanalysis, feminism, and Hindu religious myth intersect and

interact in the production of the sacred.
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The process of human 'constructivon of the self aed subjectivity is of]
ﬁ.mdemental significance in the study of human development and what it means to be
human. Similarly, therefore, it must be of fundamental significance for both
psychoanalytic vtheory and the study of ‘religion. Since human subjectivity is also

gendered and embedded in a history of androcentric theory and hermeneutics, gender

analysis and feminist analysis, too, have necessarily been called upon to be participants
in the narrative.

I have argued all along that the mo'ther, as the pivotal protagonist, has been
contesfed and sacralised. Images of the mother in psychoanalysis, feminism, and
Hindu myth point to a pelitics of sacred space, but'sacre'd space that doe’s not readily
recall the familiar elements that are usually idedtiﬁed as sdch indthe academic study of
, religion. For example, concrete symbols such as iand, mountains, rivers, burial
grounds, religious buildings, war memorials, and historical monuments, among others,
are frequently imbued with sacredness through the dynamic cultural labour and
ritualisation that is enacted in the human project of religion (Chidester and Linenthal,
1995: 1-20). However, the body, too, can be sacralised, as can any social institution
that is of central significance for the norms and values of a society. I have suggested,
therefore, that in several ways the maternal body and the social institution of
’metherhood have been produced as sacred space.

The body, it has been proposed, is both biologically sexualised and socially
gendered - in other words, the body is where sex and gender meet. The body, by its
very physicalness and extensiqn into space, is spatial, thus providing a site for sex and
gender to interact. Sex, whieﬁ is ﬁet ’e‘nly' biological but also, to a certain extent, !

=~

socially constructed and historically mutable, and gender, which is not only socially
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and culturally produced, but also frequently legitimated on the grounds of biological
“naturalness," fluidly interact within the parameters of the spatial body. In this

context, I have then argued, androcentric ideologies of sex and gender intersect in

notions of the maternal body and institutionalised motherhood in a way that suggests
a politics of sacred space. |

In the process of developing this study, I have arrived at several conclusions.
First, I have found that Freud's psychoanalytic theory of human psybhosexuﬂ
development has perpetuated vthe' polarisation of the sexes rooted in the dﬁalistic
thought that permeates the history of western philosophy and religion. Following the
androcentric perspectives of western patriarchy that tend to associate reason and ;I‘;:A
transcendent spirit with the male, and the body' and mortality with the female, Freud's
biological determinism produces a similar perception of gender differentiation. For
Freud, "femininity” and women are defined asl "other" and characterised by lack,
measured against the patriarchal norms of masculinity and men. Although Sexuality
and the significance of anatomical genitalia (or lack of) can be interpreted as
metaphors for psychological development of subjectivity and gender identity, Freud
implies that the attainment of normal womanhood - namely, femininity - is
undergirded by a thinly veiled continuation of penis-envy. In other words, I would
argue, Freud implies that femininity - the foundation of appropriate gender identity for
the "normal" woman - is not only "other," it is also pathological. The veil that covers
female desire for the penis, in Freud's account, is motherhood.

Second, according to Freud's extrapolation of the mother's role in human
psychosexual development, femininity becomes sanctified in the idealised image of the

preoedipal dyad of mother and infant - especially mother and son - as the ultimate
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fulfilment of womanhood. In Freudian and post-Freudian psychoanalytic iheory, it
was discovered, notions of the mother and mothe‘rhood come to represent a‘ sacred
space that polarises the feminine and exposes the many ambivalent and even
paradoxical characteristics associated with the maternal. Just as Victorian notions of
the female body, even among early liberal feminists, characterised women (especially
mothers) as asexﬁal and moral on the one hand and camal, sexual, and immoral on the
other, Freud polarises maternal sacred space through idealisation on the one hand and
repudiation on the other. |

Freud constructs the maternal body as sacred spacé; I have argued, by exalting
the preoedipal mother as the perfect, self-sacrificing object of her infant's desire, and
the mother and son relationship as the embodim‘ent of eros. But the mother is soon
denigrated for endangering successful human development, for she represents
narcissistic fulfilment of desire that rests on feminine weakness, passivity, and lack of
rationality and moral judgement. In Freud's theory, the QOedipus and castration
complexés take pride of place, and the mother must be rejected, ‘by son and daughter
-alike, in order to enter the patﬁarchal world of social relations.

Likewise, Jacques Lacan perpetuates the centrality of the Oedipus and
castration complexes at the level of metaphor and symbol. The preoedipal mother is
accorded little significance, since she is associated with the Imaginary,.thus sérving to
exile the maternal from the Symbdlic and to define maternal space as one of laci(,
émptiness, and silence. The mother, for Lacan, becomes (m)Other, representative of
fhe unconscious and the repressed repository of eternally unﬁ.llﬁllable desire. It is the
phallus that stands as the signifier of gender, ushering in the paternal law and ensuring -

that femininity is likewise characterised as "other." The only avenue left for the
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attainment of subjectivity in patriarchal society and culture is through exile from
maternal space and entry into the masculine realm of the Symbolic.

The mﬁtemal body, represented in the figure of the preoedipal mother and
notions of motherhood, is therefore represented as a polarised site of both self-
sacrificing devotion to the infant and engulfing ‘narcissistic wish-fulfilment. The
mother is exalted as a sacred space of maternal plenitude from which the individual is
exiled, lest he or she becomes ensnared in narcissism. The maternal body, therefore,
comes to represent security and joy on the one hand and the pain of longing for what
is lost on the other. Although D. W. Winnicott recovers the essential signiﬁcance of
the pleoedipal mother's role in human developmenl, she is once égajn polarised into
the categories of good enough and not good enough, functional and dysfunctional.
Apgain, as object of the child's drama, the mother's power is subdued and the multi-
faceted nature of matgrnal subjectivity receives little attention.

Freudian and post-Freudian psychoanalytic theory, therefore, tells a story of
the mother that denies her active power and represses her subjectivity. I have
therefore argued that psychoanalysis situates the maternal body in a politics of sacred
space that is derived from and colonised by androcentric conceptions, controlled by
paternal law, and culturally produced by the myth of self-sacrificing motherhood.
Women, says Adrienne Rich, are at once confined to and alienated from their bodies
by fulﬁlling tlle "sacred calling" of motherhood, as laid down by patriarchal norms,
thus poignantly illuminating women's experience of exile in this politics of sacred
space. As a result, we are left with 'an ambivalent picture of the mother, who is both
idealised and denigrated: She is good enough or not good enough, functional or

dysfunctional; she embodies "maternal plenitude" and love on the one hand and lack,
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emptiness, and silence on the other; she represents both self-sacrifice and narcissistic
wish fulfilment; security and eternally unrequitable desire. Finally, and in any event, it
is suggested that we are doomed to be exiled from this maternal sacred space, which,
according to the dictates of the psychoanalytic paradigm, itself remains in exile from
the patriarchal symbolic order. The experience of exikle and longing, which is an
important component in the production of sacred space, clearly emerges as a
significant issue in psychoanalytic constructions of the mother and motherhood.

Third, it was further discovered that these ambivalent images of the maternal
body and motherhood are replicated in the religious discourse and mystical nuances
that are submerged in psychoanalytic theory. Freud himself replicates his repression of
the power and subjectivity of the preoedipal‘mother, and his mystification of fhe "dark
continent” of women's psychology, in his theory of religion. His reflections on the
origiﬁs of civilisation, culture, and religion once again rest on the Oedipus myth and
the struggle betwéen father and son, making it problematic for Freud to exblain the
signiﬁcancAe of mother-goddesses who preceded the history of patriarchy. However,
he continually reiterates the notion of mother-goddesses and the maternal body as the
sité of life and death, the place where we give birth to our mortality. Birth and death
are thus added to the inventory of polarities encapsulated in the maternal body, and
yet, while Freud implies that both goddesses and women, in their closeness to nature

' and lack of superego, are hostile to culture, it is also possible to detect nuances of
longing and reverence for that maternal space to which, according to Freud, we all
return. |

Lacan, it was found, waxed more mystical in his musings about "woman* anq

what he termed her jouissance, which is defined as an inexpressible, mystic experience
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above and beyond the signifying power of the phallus. Exalted and sacralised, woman
and her experience remained inexpressible and silent, still confined to the empty and
silent space of the Imaginary, despite Lacan's mystical vision of femininity. Winnicott,
however, pursued a more dynamic and authentic version of the mother's role,
identifying the transitional space between mother and child as the locus of the origins
~of creativity and knowledge. He defined this space of "play" as analogous to the
transitional space between the individual human being's internal, subjective reality and
external, shared reality, a fluid space where creativity, art, culture, and religious
feeling originate. Winhicott, T therefore argued, defines a sacred space that gives
authentic signiﬁéance to the role of the mother, although any further inquiry into
maternal subjectivity remains limited and subordinated to the "drama of the child."
Nonetheless, Winnicott's work has been important for feminist strategies for
recovering maternal subjectivity.

Fourth, and following the above avenue of inquiry, I have indicated that it is in
the polarised constructions of maternal sacred space in psychoanalytic theory that the
potential for feminist recovery and transformation of maternal sacred space lies.
Feminists vigbrously contest androcentric perspectives and sacralised images of the
mother and motherhood found in psychoanalysis - images that not only denigrﬁte
women, by associating female sexuality and the maternal body' with the flesh and
mortality, but also représs the power and subjectivity of the mother. Notions of the
maternal as natural, sacn;osanct, and immutable are unveiled as androcentric fantasies
that have been reinforced by the collusion of both men and women. Western
philosophy, theology, and psychology have all contributed to the process of

conceptualisation, reification, and colonisation of the maternal body and motherhood.
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By contesting these psychoanalytic fantasies of the mother, it can be concluded,
psychoanalytic feminists have entered into and engaged in the politics of sacred space
- played out on the mafemal field. |

Drawing on my exploration of various feminist critiques, I have noted four
important techniques of transformation employed by psychoanalytic feminists in the
politics of maternal sacred space. The first, I would argue, aims to de-sacralise images
of the mother and motherhood, responding in different ways to the question of how
important women want mothering to be, given that the sacralisation of the mother and
motﬁerhood has only served to reinforce the oppression and subordiﬁation of women.
The demands of motherhood as a kind of sac_red vocation, according to Jane Flax,
precipitates contradictory experiences and emotions for women. Not only is
motherhoqd polarisea by androcentric, psychoanalytic versions, but it is also internally
ambivalent, engendering woman's experience of dislocation and alienation from her
- own familiar experience of self: Motherh'ood, says Flax, is not, in reality, an
"exclusionary state" - any woman who happéns to be a mother remains other things,
too (1993: 153). But this reality of multi-faceted subjectivity and maternal agency
becomes submerged and hidden in psychoanalytic interpretations. Adrienne Rich also
intimates that it is not the experience of being a mother itself that is oppressive for
women, but it is the reqqirements expected of them, according to patriarchy's
rendition of the "sacred calling of motherhood." What Rich and other feminists, such
as Judith Butler, have called the "heterosexual imperative," and the unrealistic ideal of
the white, western nuclear family, have proved inadequate in terms of the reality of

differences among women and women's lived experience.
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In response to the particular renditions of thé "sacréd calling" found in
psychoanalytic theory, feminists such as Dorothy Dinnerstein and Nancy Chodorow
hav; qufte definitively aimed to de;sacralise thé mother and motherhood. Showing
how the‘ mother Has been symbolised as the "dirty goddess" who deals out "the‘paih of
life and the fear of death,” Dinnérstein identifies the mother as the "carnal scapegoat"
held responsible for humanity's malaise. But, says Dinnerstein, women have colluded
with men in upholding the notion of the naturalness of "maternal instinct” and self-
sacrificing devotion. Power over theuinfant,'s experience of fulfilment and denial, joy
and pain, then rests entirely with the maternal body and the mother's care. Only when
motherhood loses its sacred aura and inviolate power over the infant, can wémen be
integrated as whole human beings and can women énd men seriously come to grips
with the malaise of our age.

Dinnefstein's proposed solution is shared parenting, and so, too, is
Chodorow's. Her critical aqalysis of motherhood explores the deeper psychological
effects of the sacred vocation of motﬁerhood ahd the ambivaient and flawed image of
the mother, who is at oncé self-sacrificing and omnipotent in the infant's hfe
Repudiation of the mother, out of fear of dependence, and the loss and yearning that
results in the dislocation of exile from the mother, is highlighted in Chodorow’s wdrk,
However, What is brought to light, in addition, is the pervasive lack of theory in
psychoanalysis to address the mother-daughter relationshib. Chbdorow counters
Freud's insistence that both boys and girls repudiate the mother and ciaims that the
emotional and between mother and daughtér survives, thuskengenderihg relational
capacities in women that perpetuate the reproduction of mothering by women from

generation to generation. The problem at hand, in point of fact, is not a sacred calling,
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but a passing down from mother to daughter. Shared parenting, according to
.Chodorow, might circumvent this exclusive lineage and the conventional ideas of
appropriate gender roles and division of labour that oppress women.

Chodorow's attention to the mother-daughter relationship, and its virtual
absence from psychoanalytic theory, brings to mind the second technique of
transformation, which is quite different from de-sacralisation of méternity. In this
regard, research info French ferﬁinist writing disclosed a discursive technique aimed to |
reclaim the voice of the mother and the feminine. Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, for
example, immerse our consciousness in an exploration of the meaning of femininity,
- seeking to generate maternal symbols that revalorise the feminine. Irigaray, like
Chodorow, takes serious note of the missing mbther-daughter relationship - "the dark
continent of the dark continent" - that remains unsymbolised in psychoanalysis. She
sets out to redress this lack by replacing it with a genealogy of women and by
construéting a separate, exclusively female discursive space. Irigaray advocates the
rewriting of maternal discourse, pointing the way to an exclusively feminine symbolic
order, in opposition to Lacan's paternal law and masculine Symbolic. Using radically
disruptive and poetic language, she redeploys maternal metaphors and uses them to
provide symbols for the creativity of all women. In this way, Irigaray directs us
towards a new vision of ethics and equal gender relations, where the objectification of
the feminine as "other," or more pertinently, as "(m)other," becomes not only
transformed into "other" as subject, but also becomes .situated in an autonomous,
female symbolic order.

| Kristeva, too, critiqixes the androcentric conception of maternal sacred space |

rooted in the mythic, idealised image of the all-powerful archaic mother, who is
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particulafly evident in the history of western monotheism. Femininity, for Kristeva, is
a state of exile from the symbolic order of social relations and power, as represented
in Lacan's theory. Like Irigaray, the use of disruptive discourse is of prime
importance, but unlike Irigaray, Kristeva's technique'of transformation is one of
infiltration and subversion from within. For Kristeva, both women and men have to
repudiate the maternal realm of the Imaginary and enter the Symbolic realm in order
to access any form of resistance or revolutionary influence in patriarchal society. Even
though, for Kristeva, both women and men possess the potential to engage in
subversive discourse ([écriture féminine) and thus disrupt the Symbolic, it is a far
more painful process for women. Women, says Kristeva, are required to sacrifice their
very femaleness in order to take up a subvel;sive position in the Symbolic.

Both Irigaray and Knsteva, however, use mystical and religiously nuanced
discourse in their techniques of transformation. Irigaray supports the Lacanian notion
of linking woman's bodily experience of jouissance with mystic and religious
efcpen’ence but, not unexpectedly, takes us further than did Lacan. Women, says
Irigaray, have to immerse themselves even further into womanhood in order not to
become "more alien to ourselves than we were, more in exile than we were" (1984a:
60). Kristeva, too, takes up a discursive position that almost contradicts her insistence
on female entry into the Symbolic. Her text, "Stabat Mater" (198‘6‘0), articulated in
what can only be described as the poetic and subjective language of the mystic, relies
heavily on real maternal experience, revealing the maternal body itself as the original
site of fragmentation of the self. The splitting of the self, says Kristeva, ‘begins in the
mother's womb, and in the experience of that splitting lies a resource for maternal

symbols that offer a metaphor for the creativity of all women. Kristeva's vision calls

2140
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for attention to the realities of maternal experience to seek symbols for healing the
split between self and other for a new feminine ethics (in essence, like Irigaray) that
facilitates relationship between two subjects. Both Irigaray and Kristeva, I would
conclude, engage in the politics of maternal sacred space through "writing the
maternal body" - albeit in different ways that, in the end, turn out to be not so
different. Their techniques of transformation, no matter how similar or different,
essentially confront and deal with problems of inclusion and exclusion, sacrifice and
creativity, and the exile of the feminine and the maternal from the patriarchal symbolic
order of Lacanian psychoanalytic theory.

The third technique of transformation, in the context of this study, refers
mainly to the work of Jessica Benjamin ﬁnd hel; reinterpretation of Winnicott's idea of
“transitional space." Rather than looking for alternative feminine symbols to aid the
transformation of gender relations, Benjamin points to a spatial representation of
gender and an intersubjective mode of structuring the psyche. Her theory rests on a
search for authentic being and inner desire that emphasises the value of maternal
agency. She identifies a female, internal transitional space of experiencing desire that
is as important for the child - girl or boy - as is the "exciting father.” Benjamin's notion
of maternal inner space, which I suggest represents a form gf matemal sacred space
that could transform women's experience in a positivé way, obviates repudiatibn of
the mother. Exile from the mother is not necessary for the development of social
relations, for either sons or daughters: Repudiation of the feminine, in fact, only
reinforces the oppressive structure of gender relations of dominance ahd submission,

where the female is always "other" to the male norm.
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According to Benjamin's transformation of psychoanalytic theory of gender,
the recovery of the importance of "maternal holding" and consciousness of internal
transitional space is essential for the development of authentic relationships - both
between individuals and with one's own inner being. Finally, Benjamin extends her
theory of transitional space to encompass the necessary intersubjectivity of women
and men as equal subjects. As parents, too, both maternal and paternal participation
and contributions would be valued as essential for the inner and outer being of the
child. This technique of fransformation, I have argued, draws on Winnicott's notions
of transitional space, both between mother and child and within the individual, at a
profound psyéhic level that is transferred to experiential reality. Like Irigaray and
Kristeva, this mode of transformation aims to heal the fragmentation of the feminine;
as well as the fragmentation of relations between the sexes. In contrast to the French
feminists, however, Benjamin extends beyond symbol and metaphor to the reality of
human relationships.

Finally, the fourt}h technique of transformation returns to symbol and metaphor
to heal the fragmentation of the feminine and the maternal at the level of metaphysics.
For Madelon Sprengnether, the psychoanalytic romanticisation and exaltation of the
preoedipal mother represses the "shadow" side of the mother and represses maternal
subjectivity and agency. Fear of dependence on her wish-fulfilling capacity and
engulfing love, the sacred mother has to be rejected. Perceiving her as subject and
active agent, even to the extent that her nature may include aggression and power, is
repressed int§ unconsciousness. Focusing on original loss and exile from the mother,
and the sense of longing for return to maternal plenitude that lingers in the

unconscious, Sprengnether challenges the notion of early undifferentiated fusion
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between mother and infant that is articulated in Freudian theory. Such a picture of
symbiotic bliss is fiction, nothing more than a fantasy that denies the dynamic
subjectivity and agency of the mother.

Sprengnether's reworking of Freud's castration theary draws on submerged
subtexts in his writing and locates birth as the site of separation (or castration) that/is
deemed necessary forAhealthy ego formation. If Freud had follo'wed this line of
thought, argues Sprengnether, hi§ privileging of the Oedipus complex and the phallﬁs
as signifier of separation would have been entirely superfluous. Following Kristeva,
Sprengnether further points to maternal experience of continuous division and
splitting during pregnancy, designating the matgrnal body as the container of self and

otherness. Conception itself is really the locus of origin for separation and the journey

M,

into life, which simultaneously entails the advent of consciousness of mortality. It is
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the maternal body that is situated at the very centre of a politics of sacred space, and

S

it is the maternal body that is the site of origin for the sense of alienation and

“estrangément of being" experienced Ey all human beings. Psychoanalytic notions of’ j
mourning and loss, engendeﬁng nostalgic longing for return to a safe'haven éf
maternal plenitude, therefore, remain in the realm of fantasy and sacred myth. All
human beings, female and male, Sprengnether reminds us, experience this
estrangement of being and inherit the paradoxes of life. Life, desire, and the
inevitability of death all originate in the body of the mother, but from that point
onwards, these realities belong to us all, women and men. In short, recalling

Sprengnether's words "rather than fleeing, condemning, or idealizing the body of the

(m)other, we need to recognize her in ourselves" (1990: 246).
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The fifth conclusion emerging from this study is that the sacralisation and
polarisation of the feminine, the maternal body, and motherhood, as well as repression
of female agency and power, have been perpetuated in many patriarchal religions,
most‘ particularly in western, monotheistic religious .traditkions. Psychoanalysis,
 however, with the help of transformative critiques articulated by feminist theorists,
has gained momentum in transforming maternal sacred space. Psychoanalytic and
feminist theoretical developments, t()'getﬁer, have recalled attention to the body and
“given voice to the silenced feminine and maternal. Naomi Goldenberg, in particular,
pursues the notion of a "spin’tuality of embodiment" or an awakening of
consciousness of our embodied nature as an emerging salvific impulse in feminist
thought. Therefore, it has been concluded, analysis of sacred images of the maternal
body and motherhood represents a thread that weaves its way through the intersection
of psychoanalysis, feminism, and religion.

Following this line of argument, @ldenberg looks to psychoanalysis
(especially Winnicott) and feminism almost as a “replacement” for religion or spiritual
practice, in their recerry' of the body - particularly female sexuality - and the
opportunities both give for personal recollection of past histofy and authentic

"speaking" at a profound level of being. With regard to religion, our attention is
vdrawn to “"thealogy,” feminist spirituality, and newlyVemerging goddess religions as
‘areas for supporting the propagation of feminine myths and symbols as resources for
women's spiritual practice. It was noted that debate continues' over the questionable
scholarship and historical accuracy of some feminist renditions of the Hstow of a
"universal Goddess," who is said to have been viﬁually annihilated by the advent of

patriarchy (see McDermott, 1996). But more importantly, it can be argued that
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feminist spirituality has generated a new body of myth relating to the divine feminine,\ Oﬂ
i
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which can well serve as a reservoir of empowering symbols for women in their social | WNJ
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power of the feminine and maternal that has been repressed in psychoanalytic theory, I
have thus concluded that the human project of religion also offers a way to articulate
and revalue that power. The final part of this thesis aimed to take this line of thought
further into analysis of a particular religious tradition. - |

My intention in Chapters Seven and Eight was to examine the hypothesis that
the ambiguities found in conceptions of the feminine and the maternal are expressed
more explicitly in religious myths where symbolisations of the feminine play a strongly
represented role. Bearing in mind, too, the broblem of differences among women that
are sometimes overlooked, I followed an opening offered by Rita Gross in relation to
the sharing or ”l;onoWing" of religious myths and symbols among different cultures -
in this case, Hindu myths of the divine feminine. This line of analysis also specifically
represents a response to Luce Irigaray's call for the divine in women's image and to
Madelon Sprengnether's call for a "new metaphysics" that does not oppress women
and repress maternal subjectivity and power.

In the course of examining psychoanalytic images of the mother, a contested
politics of sacred space was uncovered, a space that embodies ambiguity and paradox:
the good and terrible mother, who is at once idealised and denigrated in a multitude of
ways. Nevertheless, the mother clearly embodies the central symbol of androcentric
perceptions of femininity. Feminist theorists, especially psychoanalytic feminists, also
'focus on how patriarchal and psychoanalyti;: images of the mother and the sacred

calling of motherhood have reinforced the oppression of women. On the other hand,

ef, &
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however, the maternal body is revalorised as a symbol of real lived experience,
creativity, power, and spirituality that can be reinterpreted and transformed in ways
that empower women. Innovative feminist ideas even venture to push beyond the
genderedness of the mother, to recollect that the (m)other is accessible to and part of
all human-beings, women and men.

Similarly, images of the divine feminine in Hindu myths of the Goddess and
her manifestations, the goddesses, reflect male fear of uncontrolled female sexuality
and therefore, to some extent, reinforce the control and subordination of women
outlined in the Hindu canon (for example, The Laws of Manu). Women in the Hindu
tradition may be revered as embodiments of the Goddess, but mainly as wives and
mothers - as pativratd - under the control ot‘ and dependent on men. However, I
would argue that the vast array of goddess figures found in classical Sanskritic Hindu
myth and, moreover, the diverse characteristics portrayed in each of those figures,
proffers myriad symbolisations of the feminine and materrlal that extend far beyond
the limited vision just mentioned. Such diversity, it was found, also engenders many
explicit and graphic expressions of divine ambivalence rooted in the natures of the
goddesses. | |

The significance of ambiyalent traits found among the Hindu goddesses, both
within the nature of one figure or among different goddess figures, was therefore
examined. Lawrence Babb's categorisation of consort goddesses and independent or
dominant goddesses as benevolent and malevolent, respectively, was concluded to be
inadequate. Each goddess figure studied was found to possess diverse and often
ambiguoue qualities. ‘For example, if Sri-Laksmi might represent the showering of

blessings and abundance, arguably appropriate for those devotees still enmeshed in
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material life, her repreéentatio’n as Cosmic Moth.er and sakti, fhe creative energy of
the universe, equals the soteriological power of her male partner, Vispu. Even Siti,
the embodiment of pativrata, at times symbolises a woman who stands by her own
desires and confronts the insensitivities and inadéquacies of her husband, the great
king, Rama. It could be argued that the multitude of goddess figures, and their diverse
attributes, would, at the very least, provide significant symbols for the diverse
requirements of different women. |

Most important, I have concluded, are the spiritual and cultural meanings
attached to the ambiQalence of the divine feminine in Hindﬁ tradition. Although the
independent and fiercer representations of the Goddess, such as Durga and Kali, can

be said to represent the danger of female sexuality and to reflect male fear and

denigration of the feminine and women, this by no means tells the whole story. As |

ointed out in the previous chapter, Marglin's study of the polarities of auspiciousness
P P Y P P :

and inauspiciousness - as opposed to purity and impurity - embedded in Hindu

symbolisations of male and female is a case in point. Here, a non-hierarchical cultural

interpretation of gender emerges, defining sexuality and erotic activity - both female

and male - as auspicious, and celibacy as dangerous and inauspicious. Furthermore,
female sexuality, as represén_ted in the powerful goddesses, vis interpreted as an
especially powerful symbol of protection and salvation in this context of
auspiciousness.

In terms of spirituality and the Hindu path to liberation and enlightenment, the
"darkness" of goddess figures such as Kali takes on positive sacred value. The
dynamic, powerful, and perhaps even dangerous aspect of femininity aﬁd the maternal

is clearly not repressed in Hindu myths, where the independent, fierce goddesses play

e
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a central role. Here, I have argued, the repressed agency and power of the maternal is
explicitly expressed, for, we found; all the goddesses are mothers. Whether a goddess
appears as a "biological" mother or not, whether she is represented,as good or
‘tem'ble, gentle or fierce, self-sacrificing or engulﬁng, loving or punishing, safe or
dangerous, ishe is "mother" to her devotees, and the embodiment of compassion fpr
her "children." However, the apparentiy negative attributes of some goddesses, such
as Durga and Kaili, are frequently typified as the "dark" aspect, the "shadow" side of

the feminine. The paradoxical elements of darkness and light, however, are replicated

in Hindu visions of the sacred. The sacred, too, may be safe, controlled, and ritualised

on the one hand, or uncontrolled, dangerous, and risky on the other. Therefore, this

"darkness" represented in the fierce goddesses can be situated in the realm o
sacred and can be defined as spiritually empowering, pushing the devotee to the brink
of moksa. This "shadow," too, cquldkbe equally empowering for women in society and
religion, as symbolic expressions of women's anger and as symbols for female
creativity> and actualisation (Gupta, 1991: 33; McDermott, 1996: 288-9). Most
significant, I would argue, is that the ambivalent characteristics of the Hindu
goddesses, particularly those expressed so vividly in fierce and powerful figures such
as Kali, represent transformative symbols of wholeness, thus recovering the repressed
power of female sexuality and the multi-faceted nature of maternal subjectivity. As
McDermott points out, in her recent study of western feminist appropriations of Kali,
" Kali is a goddess of transformation" (1996: 291).

~Hindu goddesses, I would ﬁnally conclude, in all their ambivalence, both
reflect the problems faced by women in patriarchal societies and provide a resource of

recognisably empowering symbols with which women can identify. The fiercer aspects
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of the goddesses, for example, not only push devotees to the edge of moksa, but
might also serve to encourage women to the edge of liberation from the constricting
ﬁoms of expected gender roles in society. Most important, ihey embody a
transformative vision of maternal sacred space that forcefully expresses the paradoxes
inherent in that space. The maternal nature of the goddesses and the divine feminine in
Hinduism, as representations of sakti or creative power, does not, in any sense,
confine women to the role of motherhood, but serves as a metaphor for unfettered
creativity and fulfilment. Furthermore, these maternal symbols express the spiritual
power of liberation and the sacred, made available to women and men alike. Finally,
therefore, the ambivalent maternal attributes of the Hindu goddesses offer an
opportunity for us to recognise the (m)other vﬁthin all human-beings and reclaim her

within ourselves.
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