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Across what John Forrester describes as the semi-permeable membrane that
constitutes the boundaries of analytic practice? comes a series of volumes
published in association with the Institute of Psychoanalysis and designed to
Tacilitate a greater understanding of what psychoanalysis is really about and to
p:ovide a forum for increasing mutual understanding’ between psychoanalysis
1::d other disciplines. The eighteenth volume in the series is Dana Breen’s
edited collection on what she calls ‘the gender conundrum’, a conundrum, she
argues, because an inherent tension between ineluctable biological destiny and
psychological construction lies at the heart of the matter. Thus what others
might take to be a contradiction between two theoretical positions in
psychoanalysis — epitomized by the Freud-Jones debate — re-emerges as a
contradiction in the very subject matter itself.

Such a move, of course, is not without precedent, both in this volume and
clsewhere. Most memorably, Jean Laplanche argued in Life and Death in Psychoa-
nalysis, that there were two conceptions of the ego within Freudian theory, one of
the ego as a limited agency or organ, and one of the ego as the projection or
metaphor of the body’s surface, a metaphor within which various perceptual
systems had a role to play. Both conceptions, he argued, needed to be retained,
cven if one, that of the ego as organ, had to be conceived of as imaginary or
delusory. This delusion, however, ‘is not simply that of the advocates of “ego
psychology”, but of the ego itself .3 Laplanche, in other words, theorizes a link
between these two apparently contradictory models of the ego, in which one of
them is a necessary error, thus resolving the epistemological conflict.

Breen, however, makes no such argument, nor would we expect her to in the
brief space of an introduction. The disjunction between biology and
psvchology is greatest, she suggests, in relation to women, and the debate on
temale sexuality therefore comes to embody that tension. The answer is not to
seek to assert the correctness of one or other side of the Freud-Jones debate,
but to make positive use of the tension and duality. The aim of this volume
would be to contribute to a dialogue across the cultural and discursive barriers
between the empirical, developmental and more biological Anglo-Saxon
tradition and the more philosophical, theoretical and inter-disciplinary French
tradition, and their respective conceptual commitments.

For Breen, then, the differences are not primarily a matter of theoretical
commitment; they are, as she puts it, in the nature of the beast. Those essays in
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from that which was ‘the first object’. Femininity is thus genuinely enigmatic
! i:cause it is unrepresentable.

In the course of a complex argument, Montrelay argues that it is possible
that one of the social and cultural functions of psychoanalysis might have been
to assure the symbolic representation of femininity through its repression.
Concentricity would thus be fundamentally incompatible with phallocentrism
and act as an obstacle to it, constituting the blind spot of the symbolic processes
analysed by Freud. The notion of a duality of this kind is of course not
unfamiliar from other discussions of female sexuality, but the important point
here seems to me to be the way in which, differences in argumentation
notwithstanding, the building blocks of Montrelay’s concerns are echoed
elsewhere in the collection; and I want to focus on two of these in particular in
order to begin to map out what I find disturbing about some of the arguments
it The Gender Conundrum: the way in which the body is taken as a given and
irequently seen to inflect, even organize, the psychic, and the insistent role of
the vagina in the argumentation. Both of these issues derive from the influence
cf the ‘Jones’ side of the debate.

In keeping with the argumentation of Jones and the English school, a
number of themes recur across the collection: this sense of a duality in female
sexuality, which in some respects echoes and reinforces Freud’s contention that
woman has two sexual organs (an issue I will come to later); the stress on the
pre-oedipal, in both men and women; the valorization of the vagina as the
biologically-given source of femininity; an emphasis on the negative as well as
the positive oedipus complex, and what could be described as a re-inscription
of the question of the phallus and penis envy in a variety of ways — as a group
error erected into reality (Braunschweig and Fain), as a secondary pathological
structure whose aim is defensive and related to persecutory anxiety (Eglé
Laufer), as an economy of desire that overlays a more archaic or precocious
femininity (Montrelay), and so on.

For example, Braunschweig and Fain, albeit in a different way to Montrelay,
also see a duality in women’s sexuality:

The woman thus lives two Oedipal conflicts, one proceeding from a
quasi-biological law inscribed in the destiny of being a mother, and which
would tend to minimize the role of the man — the angle defended by
Melanie Klein — and another conflict marked by the law of the father which
contains in itself the simultaneous negation and affirmation of female
sexuality, the separate valorization of the clitoris and the subordination of
maternity to paternity. (p143)

In this version of the problem, what they describe as ‘the phallic shadow’ is
projected onto the female genital organs, diminishing their original capacity
for being able to give pleasure. Nevertheless, the projection of this shadow
represents a universal need, which is narcissistic in essence. So the phallus, and
some more primary ‘quasi-biological’ femininity co-exist.
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terms of an ideational representative; the manner in which a somatic excitation is
evpressed in the drive as an impulse is through its attachment to thoughts,
miemories and images. Somatic excitation in itself does not seem to me to have a
meaning. It is only in the binding to representation, representation which will
subsequently be the object of repression, that acquires both meaning and aim. It
s phantasy that attaches desire to sensation rather than sensation which induces
desire. A number of the authors in this volume, however - and perhaps Eglé
Laufer is not the most prominent in doing so — speak of bodily schemata which
are unmediatedly given by biology and have a determining effect in shaping the
psyche.

Eglé Laufer herself talks not in terms of the living of a particular phantasy of
the body, or of a multiplicity of phantasies within which physiological sensations
are mis-en-scéne (after all a phantasy is an orchestrated scenario), but in terms of
4 coming to terms with the realities of sexual difference. The relation of the
body, or more precisely, bodily sensations to phantasy, seems to me to be
i verted in such an account. Rather than sexual difference being an elaborate
and precarious construct, in which bodies and bodily sensations take on meaning,
the successful negotiation of sexual difference amounts to acceptance of penis
and vagina, the realities of sexual difference. Thus the confluence of biology
with normative social situations has psychic consequences: for example, Eglé
Laufer also assumes that penetration of the young woman for the first time is by
a man, who attracts opprobrium for forcing her to give up her masculinity
complex insofar as she is forced to acknowledge the penis. My point, however, is
that whatever may be happening at the social level is no indication of what may
be happening at the psychic level and, whilst this is acknowledged in some
measure, phantasies are fundamentally in the service of that acceptance of
realities: they obstruct or facilitate it. It is a slight difference but a significant one.
The result, of course, will be an essentially normative account.

Peter Blos’s object relations approach in his essay ‘Son and Father’, makes this
consequence more evident. There is a clear teleological path towards heter-
osexuality, in which ‘displacement on to object relations of the father series will
endanger the son’s heterosexual identity’ (p63) and in which there can be
‘developmental injury’. His argument is that there has been an underestimate of
the significance of the boy’s negative edipus complex which is, in its origins,
fre-oedipal and dyadic in character. This dyadic father complex has, as he puts
1. a nuclear role in neurosogenesis. Crucially, however — and this is the
important point for our purposes — it persists into adolescence when the

... object libido which gave life to the negative complex is compelled and
propelled by sexual maturation to undergo a transformation into a psychic
structure which is sustained by narcissistic libido. (p63)

But how? Clearly the alleged role of biology is more declared than theorized. By
means of what precise mechanism does sexual maturation compel and propel?

‘This type of relentlessly normative and teleologically heterosexual account
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‘receptive’ is, it seems to me to claim too much. In what is apparently the same
sexual act, or, more simply, the pursuit of erotogenic satisfaction, a very wide
variety of phantasmatic possibilities could be in play. To assert that the primary
rantile drives are penetrative and receptive is to put in place at the outset a
1-tural heterosexuality linked to the possession of particular bodily organs,
~«n if appropriate object choice does not ensue from that heterosexuality in
+he vicissitudes of development.

For Horney, of course, the unpleasantness of the idea of penis envy was
mitigated by her argument that penis envy and the desire for the penis were
difficult to distinguish from one another because they were often closely
interwoven, and attraction to the ‘opposite’ sex began early. For Freud,
however, and rightly so in my view, heterosexuality required as much
explanation as its alleged converse, and in the Three Essays he described the
sexual Instinct and the sexual object as ‘merely soldered together’. Libido is
rnasculine, it seems to me, by reference to the cultural destiny of both sexes.
Wiilst at one level it is an oxymoron to refer to the clitoris, that quintessentially
temale organ whose only purpose is sexual pleasure, as ‘masculine’ — whatever
its shared embryological origins with the penis — at another it makes perfect
sense if the social destiny of woman, especially in Freud’s day, was the elevation
of passive and penetrative sex and maternity as the ultimate cultural
desiderata.

In some respects, the vagina occupies a paradoxical place in psychoanalytic
theory. Its association with reproductive heterosexuality and what we now
know to be the acknowledged anaesthesia of its superficial mucous membranes
through two-thirds of its length lead to the assumption that drives associated
with it must be passive and ‘receptive’ and to the construal of intercourse as
‘penetration’. Yet the desire to find an homologous organ to the penis — which
is also conveniently reproductive — leads theorists to postulate that the vagina is
the anatomical locus of female sexuality. There is in effect no reason, given the
physiology of intercourse, for the representation of the vagina as the
heterosexual organ and the description of intercourse as ‘penetrative’ — such a
metaphor being the phantasy not merely of analysands but of psychoanalysis
itself.

To some extent, of course, the designation of the vagina - and, arguably, its
clevation — as the quintessentially feminine organ here is all of a piece with
Fieud’s use of pine shavings and logs. Thomas Laqueur has eloquently argued
that Freud, in keeping with the cultural preoccupations of the day, was finding
in penis and vagina not merely the signs of sexual difference but its very
foundation. As Gillespie has argued in this volume, quoting Mary Jane
Sherfey, we now know that an orgasm is an orgasm and the notion of a
‘transfer of excitation’ is unnecessary (p128-9). As he points out, however, it
does not follow from this that the psychological response is uniform. Since sex
certainly requires learning, there is something to be said for the view that
successful heterosexual intercourse requires somewhat more skill and a deal
more experience than clitoral masturbation. However, the opposition of
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maternity by no means implies a one-to-one, unmediated relationship between
biological events and psychological events, ‘since physiological processes will be
lived differently by different women’ (p187). However, the article by Doris
Bernstein which sets out to describe female genital anxieties, conflicts and
t pical modes of mastery argues that, in Freud’s theory, psyche and soma

.nction as one. Having adduced the evidence from a variety of sources as to
t.ie girl's awareness of her genital — which is only specified as the vagina — her
crgument is that, as male and female bodies are different, ‘the nature of the
resulting anxieties, the developmental conflicts, the means of resolution and
many of the modes of mastery must of necessity be different as well.’ (p190)
The anxieties she describes are a direct outgrowth of supposed morphological
or physiological features: a girl does not have ready access, especially visual
access, to her genitals (something which is clearly only applicable to the vagina),
and therefore develops a cluster of experiences that could be placed under the
I cading of ‘access’. Secondly, the girl, in contrast to the boy, experiences a
s:read of stimulation to other areas, whereas for the boy stimulation focuses (a
cuntrast for which the physiological evidence would seem to me to be dubious).
There is therefore a cluster of anxieties around ‘diffusivity’. Thirdly, the
vagina is a body opening over which there is no control, which leads to a fantasy
of a ‘hole’. Girls struggle, she says, with definitions and boundaries, and, based
on Stoller’s contentions about ‘core gender identity’, such anxieties have to be
placed early in a girl's development. She describes a two and a half year old
called Candy who evinced marked anxiety over a hole in her sock ‘after
exposure to sex differences’. The problem is that we do not know precisely
what form such ‘exposure’ took: was it perceptual? If it was, did any
explanation from an adult accompany or frame it? Or are we talking, perhaps,
solely about a verbal representation? Girls are frequently told these days that
they have a genital ‘inside’. If the origins of such anxieties are deemed to be at
hase morphological and physiological, then what are we to make of the possible
hyvmeneal closure of the vagina (something which can make the insertion of a
tampon intolerably difficult for the adolescent girl) and, more importantly, of
the fact that the walls of the vagina only open out, in their upper third, in adults,
with extensive sexual stimulation. At the very least, the phantasy of a ‘hole’
scems improbable as a universal with morphological origin.

Many of the psychoanalytic accounts that assert the primacy of the vagina
and of specifically feminine desires - those in The Gender Conundrum being no
exception — seem to me to be almost curiously un-biological. Of course, the idea
that biologism is fundamentally about a phantasy of biclogy which serves social
ends is nothing new, but finding this socialization of the body’s pleasures within
psychoanalysis can usefully direct our attention back to representations of the
‘biological’ within Freud’s own work, to their discursive role and conceptual
implications. The insistence of the biological within this collection, then, is
fortuitously timely.
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IMAGES OF AFRICA
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Annie E. Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture and Popular
Imagination, Yale University Press, London 1994; £35.00 cloth.

In 1897 the British army conducted a punitive expedition against Benin Citv i
eastern Nigeria. It was the resolution of a trade dispute, and in many ways was
minor episode in imperial history, though it encapsulated in microcosm manv of
the features of British policy: gunboat diplomacy, the entanglement of political.
military and commercial interests, and a failure of communication with local
commanders itching for action. But its aftermath produced a major symbol of
British imperialism, for among the looted treasures of Benin were the so-called
Benin bronzes which rapidly found their way into private collections, public
museums and the art markets of the western world. They became one of the most
distinctive, and one of the best known, series of African objects and thus a focus
for the crystallisation of European attitudes to Africa. European, and in paru-
cular British, knowledge of Africa and consequently the meanings attached to it
were largely shaped by the exhibition of African material culture, and Reinventing
Africa is a fascinating examination of the cultural practices of late Victorian and
Edwardian Britain which fostered and projected these varied meanings.

There has been a considerable outpouring of scholarly literature on imperial
and colonial themes in recent years, but surprisingly little has been written
about the involvement of the developing academic disciplines and the world of
science in the imperial project.! The role of the Royal Geographical Society in
promoting exploration, and the involvement of evolutionary biologists such as
Darwin and Huxley in naval expeditions, are obvious examples, but other
disciplines also emerged during the nineteenth century inextricably linked to
Europe’s overseas adventures. Anthropology and ethnography were late-
comers to the academic scene, only being formally organised in British
universities around the turn of the century, and their long struggle for official
recognition was based on a triple justification of academic scholarship,
contribution to colonial administration, and popular education. Histories of
anthropology have concentrated mainly on the development of the scholarly
discipline, and though the relationship with colonial administration has been
recognised,2 much still remains to be investigated. The great strength of
Coombes’s book is to open up the links between the developing sphere of
professional academic anthropology and the popular imagination. Ethno-
graphic material was widely used in a range of displays, including museums
and the commercial exhibitions which formed such an important object of the
late Victorian gaze. The major world exhibitions, starting with the Great
Exhibition of 1851, are well known, but one fact that emerges from this book is
172
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the sheer number and frequency of such events; shows with titles such as ‘The
Stanley and Africa Exhibition’ (1890) or “The Franco-British Exhibition’ (1908)
are merely examples from a rich vein of late Victorian representation.
Coombes thus brings together themes from the history of academia, colonial
1story and Victorian popular culture in a strikingly innovative manner. What
2 1erges is an exciting account of some of the most important mechanisms by
which meanings, not always consistent, were attributed to Africa, modified,
developed and projected to a large public audience.

Public attitudes to Africa were shaped partly by literary works, ranging from
traveller’s tales through the imperial novels of authors such as Rider Haggard to
the increasingly strident output of the mass newspapers, and owed much to print
technology and the economics of the publishing industry.? But these literary
images were augmented by a material representation of Africa and Africans, in
particular through collections of their physical objects. Coombes is not primarily
-oncerned with the exhibition of African humans, whether live or dead. There is
st.]l an important history to be written about the collection of human skeletons
and their incorporation into European museums, a practice closely connected
with the rise of anatomy and physical anthropology as academic disciplines, and
this too would show a similar pattern of repeated representations of cultural
difference rooted firmly in evolutionary science. Live Africans were also regu-
larly present at the colonial exhibitions. There have been some recent studies of
their experience of European culture in this context, but a systematic account of
their response is still lacking. They were the most obvious and immediate image
of Africa, regularly displayed in ‘authentic’ portrayals of everyday village life, but
heavily stereotyped on the basis of ethnic identity and gender. Men were often
shown in such manly pursuits as wrestling, while women engaged in dancing,
weaving and other domestic activities. The erotic overtones of the wrestling and
dancing were clear; even more, the frequent representation of African women in
sexually suggestive poses (safely through photography rather than threateningly
m person) provided an engendered reading of the imperial relationship as well
as the acceptable face of Victorian pornography.

The main concern of the book, however, is with material culture as a
metaphor for Africa as a whole. The Benin bronzes illustrate some of the
ambivalence of this material. They were clearly the products of a highly skilled
technology and thus conformed badly to the image of a degenerate African
tradition. One solution was to deny their origin in west African society, and
they were at times attributed to Egypt in the same way as the architectural
sophistication of Great Zimbabwe was assigned to the Phoenicians, the Arabs or
the Portuguese, anybody in fact except the ancestors of the Shona. The
‘bronzes’ were also assimilated into the European artistic tradition and its
terminology, although they are technically made of brass. They could more
easily be accommodated as aestheticised and decontextualised art objects than
as the products of a contemporary society with its own artistic and historic
heritage. With other objects in European collections they became more the
symbols of domination, with value attributed by the nature of their acquisition
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of evolution and functionalism but also by the ambitions of the emerging
profession to establish themselves and to promote the importance of their role
in training future colonial administrators, and so a prevailing image of Africa
in need of European control was generated. On the other hand, the missionary
s ieties, another major sponsor of exhibitions, were keen to demonstrate the
tu cess of their work, and thus a more positive image of the progress of Africa
vi - promoted and their potential to respond even more was emphasised.

‘.oncerns for national pride and national identity were also reflected in
atitudes to African material. Academic rivalry with German ethnography and
(-«crman museums was itself a smaller scale enactment of the imperial scramble
for Africa, and academic appeals for state funding were regularly based on the
need not to be eclipsed by an imperial rival. Defining Africa also called British
self-identity into question. At the Franco-British Exhibition of 1908,
celebrating imperial success and the signing of the Entente Cordiale, the
Fronch reconstruction of a Senegalese village was matched by a British exhibit
>f . mock Irish village, complete with round tower, ruined Early Christian
church and dancing colleens. Set in the context of an international imperial
exhibition, such a village had many conflicting meanings, for the role of
Edwardian women, for a folksy Gaelic tradition as the basis for a united
Ireland, for Ireland’s role in the United Kingdom, and not least an implicit
comparison between the Irish and Africans.

By selecting a small number of case studies of objects, museums and
exhibitions for detailed discussion Coombes has explored an important area of
popular imagination and given us new insights into the history of imperial
propaganda and scientific institutions. She has illustrated not only the intensity
of the messages transmitted about Africa and their subtle variability, but also
the critical role of the cultural institutions such as museums in the creation and
projection of an imperial ideology. Referring not only to their messages but
also to the symbolic power of their architecture, she describes museums as
temples of empire, a phrase which recalls Susan Sheets-Pyenson’s title
Cathedrals of Science* for her study of natural history museums.

There are striking, but rather disturbing, parallels between the way in which
the European colonialist societies treated the indigenous populations with which
they came into contact, and their attitude to the natural environment of their new
territories. Botanical specimens, and even more so animals, became the symbols
of Luropean triumph over Africa. Specimens were shipped back, alive or dead.
Dead animals, whether stuffed heads on the wall or skin rugs on the floor, made
acceptable trophies. Live animals became the focus for many different forms of
public gaze,® whether in private collections, commercial exhibitions or zoological
gardens which shared with the early ethnographic museums the split purpose of
scientific research and popular entertainment and education. The ideological
and symbolic overtones of our treatment of animals may be more obvious than
with fellow humans, but how should we read the difference between a village full
of African dancers and a cage full of African gazelles?
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