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Feminist criticism has not favoured the psychoanalysis perspective of sexual difference. Many critics believe that psychoanalysis supports the idea that women only achieve true potential when fulfilling the role of wife and mother. The majority of psychoanalytic texts focus on the role of the male within his growing world, presenting the mother merely as a figure for idolization and, once sexual difference is recognized, a subject that represents a threat to the understanding of his masculinity. The psychoanalytic texts which do focus on the growing female present her as a child yearning for the masculine world, referred to as ‘penis envy’, and when recognizing she has no way out of her identity as a woman, she submits herself to the role of the idolized mother before her. Therefore, it is easy to draw a conclusion that psychoanalysis is misogynistic. Barbara Johnson writes, ‘As a way of containing and disciplining behaviours that may have their origins in social, sexual, and economic injustice, the institutions of psychoanalysis have been seen as instruments of social control.’1 However, critics like Juliet Mitchell suggest that ‘psychoanalysis is not a recommendation for a patriarchal society, but an analysis of one,’2 rejecting the idea that psychoanalysis is a prescribing an unequal idea of sexual difference and merely describing what the sexual difference is within society. By understanding and evaluating the way psychoanalysis views women, there is a glimpse into how women are forced into particular roles and denied particular roles due to identifying as female. Feminists may argue that psychoanalysis is condemning women into the role of wife and mother, denying women a rightful place within the world, when really psychoanalysis is merely a representation of the patriarchal society and nuclear family of the time. Instead of outright condemning the psychoanalytic theory of sexual difference which confines women to a narrow role, the way the theory of sexual difference is presented must be changed to fit the evolving world where women are claiming their own sexual and psychological identities outside of the traditional feminine roles. 
When approaching psychoanalytic ideas, it is important to understand the philosophical and social context surrounding the roots of that idea. Mitchell writes, ‘the particular task of psychanalysis is to decipher how we acquire our heritage of the ideas and laws of human society within the unconscious mind, or, to put it another way, the unconscious mind is the way in which we acquire these laws.’3 Just as structuralism suggests of language, psychoanalytic theories take place in the unconscious mind and are believed to be formed by birth and are an irrefutable fact of life—a basic step to forming identity and understanding the world. However, by identifying these theories through studying people, psychoanalysts try to offer a better understanding of oneself by the understanding of the unconscious. Sigmund Freud suggested that the unconscious is an indisputable influential factor upon one’s conscious thoughts and actions and is a container for repressed memories and desires which still affect one’s life.4 Jacques Lacan, analysing Freud’s work on the unconscious through a structuralist lens, identified language as one of the primary modes of how the unconscious perceives meaning. Since structuralists believe that it is language which creates meaning, it is also language which controls the way in which one views oneself and how the world operates. Since the concept of identity is the centre point of understanding one’s place in the world, it is a crucial point in a child’s development—and one of the most researched aspects of psychoanalysis. Identity is believed to stem from the recognition of sexual difference. 
Sexual difference is a child’s acknowledgement of the distinction between male and female, masculine and feminine, not only through the understanding of the anatomical differences in the genitalia of males and females, but also by the separate and distinctive roles men and women have within society. By understanding sexual difference, a child begins to understand who he or she is within the world as a whole, and as Lacan terms it, who “I am.” Lacan attributes Freud’s theories on sexual difference to the structure of language and how language itself creates identity. By a child recognizing that he or she is separate and distinct from the mother by understanding sexual difference, the child creates an identity for themselves outside of the maternal bond. Toril Moi writes, ‘The speaking subject that says “I am” is in fact saying “I am he (she) who has lost something” –and the loss suffered is the loss of imaginary identity with the mother and with the world. The sentence “I am” could therefore best be translated as “I am that which I am not,”’5 Therefore, according to Lacan, by a child acknowledging how he or she is different from the primary caregivers—the mother and father, with specific emphasis on the mother—the child is able to distinguish that he or she is a separate person. Yet, one of the main arguments against the idea of sexual difference is the elevated status given to the role of the male and the subservient role that is given to the female. 
Freud divides the understanding of sexual difference into two separate theories, irrevocably similar, but distinctly based upon the gender of the child. For a boy, it is termed the Oedipus Complex, relating to Freud’s theory of infantile desire of the mother. The boy realizes sexual difference by becoming aware that his mother lacks something in which he has. By recognizing sexual difference, the boy must ‘convert his initial incestuous love for the mother into a heterosexual love for a woman.’6 The boy’s new understanding of his owning and his mother lacking not only brings about his recognition of his own self, but also what Freud termed the ‘fear of castration’. Since the young boy now recognizes that his mother lacks what he has it inspires a fear that what he has will be taken away—a physical aspect of himself in which he draws pleasure and also a metaphorical aspect of himself in which he is able to identify his place within society. The young boy discovers that his father has what he has and assesses that his role within society will be that of his father’s role, and begins to cultivate his identity to that of his father’s. Yet, the intense importance that is placed upon this idea of ‘having’—and the fear that is inspired at the thought of ‘losing’—perpetuates the stigma that ‘having’ is the only way in which the world may be fully manoeuvred. The boy’s mother is ‘lacking’ and thus someone must have stolen from her what was rightfully hers—which, metaphorically, could be true in some context. The traditional idea of the masculine representing the larger concepts of society stole from the feminine the equal rights that should have been provided, regardless of the anatomical difference between the sexes. 
For example, this intense fear of castration may be identified within Shakespeare’s play Coriolanus,7 in which a reader may identify hyper-masculinity within the protagonist. Coriolanus feeds metaphorically on the emotions he exhibits within the action of a battle, inserting himself within a perpetual war even off the physical battlefield. Coriolanus’ intense regression into the emotions surrounding violence and war may be caused by a fear of being called weak—something that would compare him to the perceived lesser gender. Elizabeth Wright writes, ‘The castration complex plays an integral part in the cultural regulation of the death drive and of the murderous fantasies located in the unconscious, and in doing so comes to serve as the central source for anxieties about the threat to the ego’s sense of wholeness.’8 Instead, Coriolanus overly embraces the traditional masculine role of protector and warrior in an effort to protect himself from the judgements of society and the threat of castration that may, albeit metaphorically, occur through an inability to portray the perceived ‘correct’ amount of masculinity. Coriolanus may be perceived as so fearful of being reduced to a person perceived ‘lacking’ that he poisons himself with negative emotions to the point of devastation. This suggests that not only is the importance placed upon ‘having’ imprudent, but also the fear of ‘lacking’ can have physiological and psychological effects upon men desperate to live up to the identity of ‘having.’ 
Young girls also experience a version of the Oedipus Complex as well which documents recognition of sexual difference, merely in reverse and referred to as the Electra Complex. However, instead of experiencing the fear of castration, young girls experience what is referred to as ‘penis envy.’ The idea of penis envy, as Mitchell suggests, ‘is not about an anatomical organ, but about the ideas of it that people hold and live by within the general culture.’9 There is also the metaphorical term of the ‘phallus’, which  ‘as Freud makes clear, does not mean the penis, unless we were to talk of a penis with the remarkable characteristic of not admitting to a vagina.’10 Thus the phallus is defined as an imaginary impenetrable organ which is a representation of masculinity. The young girl believes herself to have possession of the phallus until she discovers sexual difference and realizes that only men have the phallus. Freud thought that the identification of sexual difference was vastly more complex for girls, although following the same guidelines as boys. Since the young girl’s first object of love is her mother, promoting a homosexual type understanding of love, the girl must reroute herself into a heterosexual understanding of love, typically by a new idolization for her father.11 Moreover, the way in which a young girl deals with the concept that she is lacking is by identifying with her mother, who is a direct representation of how one who lacks a phallus, therefore a female, can exist within the world when one is lacking the primary trait which allows personal identity. Thus, the young girl, as Freud writes,  ‘gives up her wish for a penis and puts in place of it a wish for a child’12 as it is the maternal instinct that is the primary focus of women. The young girl aligns herself to the daily work and desires of her mother, such as the young boy devotes himself to his father. The main question ‘penis envy’ inspires is what it means for a culture which promotes such importance of masculinity that it believes one of the defining moments of a woman’s life is her recognition of her lack of and want for what is the anatomical definition of masculinity. 
An example of penis envy within literature may be found by analysing Viola from Shakespeare play Twelfth Night.13 Viola is denied a means of life following her brother’s death as a woman, unable to identify a place in which she may work and gain the support to survive within a patriarchal society. Thus, Viola adopts a male persona—Cesario—who, as a man who is not ‘lacking’ is able to achieve the necessities in order to live. Viola continues to hide her true identity as a woman even after she has evidence that her brother may be alive, perhaps due to her enjoyment of being perceived as a person in a position of power within the world by being perceived as supporting the necessary requirement of identity. Viola lives an exciting life as a man. She journeys across land to deliver love messages for her master, Orsino, she is able to discuss philosophical ideas with other men, such as the Feste, and she is even a participant is a sword fight. If the world had known that she was ‘lacking’ the majority of the events that take place within the play would not have occurred as it was not acceptable conduct for the feminine sex. Yet, society imparts itself eventually upon Viola, forcing her to confront her true identity in order to claim the only family she has left. It may be argued that it is not only Viola’s sense of family that inspires her to reveal her true identity, but by the fact there is no physical way around the suspicion of another male looking exactly like Sebastian. Thus, Viola is reduced to her role as a woman, a ‘lacking’ woman, giving up the masculine freedoms that she had experienced throughout the play which gave her a glimpse into how the world may be perceived by those ‘having,’ Whether Viola is truly mourning of giving up her metaphorical penis is debated, but it most assured that by the end of the play Viola is reduced to the destined feminine role of wife, and presumably to-be-mother. 
The feminist argument is that a young woman’s development should not be centred on how to confine herself into her role as a woman by mourning her lack of what would, theoretically, give her an identity with more opportunities and power within society. Gallop writes, ‘The symbolic pre-eminence of the male organ runs counter to the civilized, liberal tradition of balance between the sexes, of a fair distribution necessary for a “harmonious relation”… “there is a healthy suspicion growing that men analysts have been led to adopt an unduly phallo-centric view… the importance of the female organs being correspondingly underestimated.”’14 Perhaps one tends to place more emphasis on the gender in which one identifies instead of understanding the importance and contributions that men and women have upon society. Since the popular psychoanalysts have been men with strong traditional views of women, such a Freud, their own perceived importance of the male gender has influenced the way in which their work proceeded. Afterall, some feminists simply promote Freud as a misogynist.15  However, these views are created by the society in which one lives, once again suggesting that it is not psychoanalysis itself that is bias on the basis of gender, but the society in which these psychoanalytic ideas were born. Wright writes that ‘whereas a man of thirty would often seem to have before him a great number of possibilities, a woman of the same age might often seem psychically more rigid, as if the difficult path to femininity had exhausted her possibilities of psychic development and freedom of action.’15 Yet, it is doubtful that this perspective of women is merely a personal opinion of Freud and rather the direct influence of the society structure in which Freud lived. However, society’s structure is changing. Women in the twenty-first century are moving beyond the goals of a nuclear society and creating political platforms for themselves which advocate there is no ‘lack’ in simply being a woman. The only ‘lack’ which exists is the traditional idea of inferiority due to being ‘penetrable,’—to being a woman. 
Throughout the psychanalytical theories of understanding sexual difference, the mother plays a fundamental role in how a young boy or young girl forms identity. However, feminists find fault in the way in which psychoanalysis portrays the idolized concept of ‘mother’, which deprives the maternal figure from any identity beyond her role to the child. Since the majority of subjects Freud analysed where upper-class family respecting the social norms of society, Freud set the idea of the nuclear family as the basis for the majority of his theories. Therefore, it is the mother who is centre of a child’s universe, as the primary caregiver, and she is the first person to whom a child recognizes love from and love for. The mother is flawless, ever-present, capable of beyond human tasks and intellect. It is through the mother that the child begins to understand sexual difference, through the Oedipus Complex and the Electra Complex. Lacan writes, ‘the mother is for both sexes considered as provided with a phallus, that is, a phallic mother.’16 It is by discovering that the mother does not have a phallus which instigates understanding of sexual difference, the fear of castration or penis envy, depending on the child’s gender. It is the initial understanding of the mother as ‘having’ that allows the child to believe the mother is all-powerful in the sense of the maternal bond. Yet, discovering that the mother is ‘lacking’ creates a reaction so strong that a child is able to recognize itself as ‘having’ or ‘lacking’ and the impact that the possession or not will have upon the makeup of a child’s identity. 
Moreover, as feminists rightly point out, there is basically no narrative structure for the mother within these theories. The mother’s thoughts and actions towards the child are not evaluated, only the child’s response to the mother is considered. Therefore, there is the question of whether a differentiation in maternal figures per child has no meaning upon the stage of development in which the understanding of sexual difference occurs. Freud’s theories of understanding sexual difference pay no attention to how the mother treats the child, merely assuming that the mother will be the classic, structured idolized version of maternal instinct, driven to do her best by her child. However, where is the consideration for children whose mothers are not up to par with the status quo of nuclear motherhood or the children whose mothers are absent? As the world has progressed and women have taken more roles beyond wife and motherhood, the consideration must be made for this phase of understanding sexual difference that occurs when a female is not the primary caregiver. It is inconsiderable to impart all of the importance of a child’s growth onto the presence and reliability of a female maternal figure—a drastic weight to put on one woman, especially in the twenty-first century where it is almost impossible for a middle-class family to survive without two incomes. Feminist criticism strives to consider the perspective of the maternal figure, who is impaired by the heavy weight of idolization that Freud places upon her. Thus, she is left without any identity beyond her role as mother. Yet, any identity for the mother beyond motherhood would be inconsiderable as one would have to view her as a female with the same personality distinctions and opportunities for power as a male—which would overrule the theory of ‘penis envy.’ There would be no ‘lack of’ in a world where women are viewed as fundamental equals to men. The only significance of sexual difference would be the basic understanding of the anatomical difference between genital and the metaphorical distinctions of male equally power and female equally mother would be disregarded. 
The lack of identity given to a woman beyond her position as a mother may be perceived in Coriolanus when considering Volumnia, the mother of Coriolanus. Volumnia places all of her individual aspiration upon the shoulders of her son, due to her inability to carry them herself as a woman within a masculine dominated society. Volumnia recognizes her denied identity by being ‘mother,’ and instead of outright submitting to the will of the patriarchy, she strives to carry out her aspirations through the body of her son, imparting upon him throughout his childhood and adulthood an impassive influence which only rewards him for the completion of tasks in which Volumnia wishes, but is unable, to carry out herself. Moreover, Volumnia is the only person within the play who is able to communicate easily with Coriolanus, emphasizing the role of the maternal figure as the ultimate influence and comfort upon the child. Volumnia may also be considered as more impactful and important to Coriolanus than his own wife and son. After all, it is Volumnia that talks him out of attacking their city in vengeance, when Coriolanus perceives it to be the most proper masculine action to take. Volumnia leaves Coriolanus’ wife, Virgilia, in the shadows when it considers her son, giving a suggestion that Coriolanus’ infantile desire of the mother may still exist in repressed aspects. Therefore the suggestion of, ‘Where the mother was, there psychoanalysis shall be’18 is proven within Coriolanus. Although Volumnia seems to be representing the maternal figure and denied an identity outside of her son, instead of outright mourning her inability to achieve her aspirations, she enforces her desired identity so strongly upon her son that she is able to live vicariously. 
Psychoanalysts such as Freud and Lacan also have perspectives regarding female sexuality and feminine pleasure. As is a representation of patriarchal society, the medical concept of a woman having sexual desire was largely believed to be attributed to a mental disorder commonly referred to as ‘nymphomania.’ This believed to be abnormal sexual attraction within women had  common treatments, such acid washes for the vagina or clitorectomies.19 Any exhibitions of sexuality within a woman was believed to be due to some imbalance in her body which inspires her to commit sinful acts of sexual pleasure, such as intercourse or masturbation. The assumption for generations was that ‘female desire was passive and latent, connected to true love, marriage, and motherhood.’20 From a psychoanalytic viewpoint, feminine sexuality existed but was confined merely to the desire for procreation. A woman desired to have sexual intercourse not because she desired intercourse itself, but rather the outcome of that intercourse—motherhood. Jacobus writes, ‘feminine pleasure must remain forever on the side of what Freud calls ‘fore-pleasure’ rather than ‘end-pleasure’; or, if you like, on the side of perverse rather than purposive sexuality.’21 There must be a fundamental, irrefutable connection between a woman’s desire for sex that directly connects to a woman’s desire to pursue motherhood—otherwise, it presents a new component to psychoanalysis which may be hard to consider: a woman is capable of sexual desire without having a desire for a child. Yet, in the twenty-first century—and the years to follow—the world is adapting the idea of sexually active women who are not intending to have children. Just as the medical field has evolved in how it views sexuality in women, and women’s sexual organs, the field of psychoanalysis must evolve to recognize that sexuality exists in women beyond what is merely required to continue the human race. 
Ultimately, the criticism that feminists have for psychoanalysis lays not with the idea of psychoanalysis itself, but with the perceptions and state of the world as a whole—which has changed significantly for women since the works of Freud and Lacan. The world will only continue to evolve as years pass which will require that psychoanalysis reconsider the ways in which sexual difference is recognized and perceived, especially in terms of equality. Feminist critics are certainly able to find evidence of sexism towards women in psychoanalysis, but to condemn the entire genre of psychology would be to disregard theories that may have something important to impart upon the world. Psychoanalytic study has important influence on the way in which people view identity—perhaps not merely through the theory of sexual difference, but by Lacan purposed: “I am which I am not” which perhaps may be discovered through understanding that no two people may have the same identity and the world is not necessarily divided into male and female. However, it is important to understand that one is only capable of providing analysis of the culture in which one is provided with—and a patriarchal society will inspire patriarchal-influenced theories of sexual difference. As Gallop suggests, ‘If feminism is to change a phallocentric world, phallocentrism must be dealt with and not denied.’22 Thus, it is up to scholars of the twenty-first century not merely to critique and disregard the work of psychoanalysts, but to re-direct psychoanalytic theories to represent a society which regards the sexes as equal. 
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