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The miost Fundamental and dragn: rC uastee thirt Phylls Chesler radged
In Wamen and Madpe s wid thst, by definirion wWimen ire made, 55
this ensures their vulnerabiliny as vectims of the miciial health weapog
She got steaigh __._n:._..:__.__“....rn__._.H..J...,..:.__._iwu_.._“ created 3 diuke-
tandard of mental health ip the INEEISSE OF e and male powey, What
secaely beld o be a mentally sick man, she cxplained - someone whn
was dependens, passive lacking in inft
was preciscly the same as whar sciery by
MICE veria, A sick woman was one who displived some of the prized
tharaceeristics of ghe healthy male - self-relance confiderice, inde.
Pendence. The superh canven lemee of this amangement which allwed
men io monapolise these human characteristics and 1o prizh wommen
who showed signs of posscssing them was noy Jase an Phyllis Chesler
whs, in hald terms, exposed the hlatam Palitics of mental health and
revcaled how in a patriarchal soe IEEY 12 15 used to cantrol and appress
Wilffen
hee values amd belich-system of pavehistnisns, she states gre very
Impartam, for Payehianrises boah msedically and legally, decide wha iz
usane and why: whar shoy s o tooor for sech penple; and when
and if they shayld he relessed from tresiment' Ip56) This i5 an
SRMEOUL pawer to have aver other human beings: an unsttoumable
POWET, It is power comcentrated in the hands of 3 white, male tlice and iz
used for the purpese of preserving that pawer and defending and
ex Ethae liviem [z leads according 1o Phyllis Chesler, g ¢he cdpe
of male realivg in which make is the narm and woman is odher, s deviane
15 mad, Phyllis Chesler regards 8 as no comncidence that a pansiarchal
SOCIty has prided itself op relionality and claimed the realm o thie
ratienal a2 whe prerogative of men It is then rmional 1o allocae thi
errational and the emogjonal bir woamben, and wirth ies Basic dedi THEBom of
WOMan as mad, patrisrchal ssctety has one more means af placing
‘wamen outisde the culpyral mainsiream where the sctioms o WImET
beeome inexplicable by Fetional, male standards. (p 32|
There is anmhes cxample of men CREAtIng the meanings and the
knowlzdpe which Seructure the iafericniwy of women and belp to justify
she different ireatment that wamicn receive when male is the pom The
whale edifice is 5 cultiral construction which UTIRINAtEs in o male
supremstist value-svitem and which has mwiyl Condequences for
wanen. Forwhat Phyllis Chesler js making elearisthar Mascdmeis appdie s
£ all wonien, Qe of her it stantling findings is fow ligtie differemee

Fdad

there is beiween women who constitute ‘he prodilemn’ and women wha
are used as _yn.ﬂ_n:a;:_:_,.___.Fz_._ﬁz."_.. of women's menital dizabiliry
[P, In the coneext of male eanings, #li women are defined 15 mad, or
bevond marmal explanations - when nommaliey eiftidls male - and
mimen are requised 1o be diffesent: the omes who ane digectly penalised
arc arbélrany vigtims ;

This is not new, says Phyllis Chesler, which she demonstraies [Before
Mary Dalys [1978) analysis of witch-hunting! by drawing parallels
between the creation snd trearment of witches in the past with the
wicdtion and teearment of mental iliness in women in the presenr,
both cases woman was defined 34 Suspect, as pobentially a witch of
mentally diseurbed, and the ones who were singled oug for tresiment
wene unforiunate enough 1o attrset notice snd o warram panishmem
This 15 not the only feature the v have in comman, she contines,
exterding the parsllel: those wha pertecuted witches and those wha
Praclise prvehiatey treat WIHTAn 43 3 categary in wery much the same
way - ahe mupordifference lving in the technodogy - for the purpase and
the barbamsm are sgill there today, but dinags and clecimic shock
treawment have replaced witg h-pricking and ducking-suoods as a means
of maintaining male comtrol aver females. The threar of punishment
applics toall women and SErves as intimidiion and ik Subrcient b
keep many women in their place

More and mare wamen are seeking psvehisuric heelp, s2ates Phyllis
Chesler, and she tries 1o analyse some of the reasons for this
development. [t could be thai Incrcasing numbers of women are
becoming ‘difficuly’ snd are in need af care’, bae she is quick io paint owt
thas while womnen are wed by peyehbatry, they are also ina POsition bo
Bse 18, Madness, she says, can be a break froen the many exhausting if rot
impossthie demands of the female rale. [ can also be 3 definite peogest,
for women find it cxier and much more in characier o hecome
depressed, rather than io engage in physical vinlence, The whole madei
of paychlatric help is ‘in eharscier far Women - ane might even s3% i
wis designed for them - for while wonen are conditioned to fimsd
salutions jn dependency then cven grester dependence and sclfe
shmvegaiion can appear 1o be a plausible solugion, There i also ghe
distinct podsihiliny thar things are EEIRE worse for women, sispes
Phillis Chesler, a5 mare apd e women find vhemselves ‘ot of work'
when their children - or their hesband - [eave Redundsney can well
bead to depression, and ske notes that ‘Many newly useless women are
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emenging more pablicly into insaniny| P33 I terms of women's realiny
there coubd be good reason oo be depressed: this could be 3 comipletely
rrfonal response o an untenable amd see mingly unchangeable
AiRALion.

There are difficultics with the term madiness for it is 3 peneral term
ad not sulficiently precise to distanguish bevween the rnge of
behaviaurs it encompasics. There is the madness thai MLET) Wie agains
woenie, and the madness which is the ather side of the coin - womens
reslstance to male power, That one af the most comman indices o
-._._L_.m__n.,.v.u.__w.__ﬂ._h wonsen i 1o fefuse tn make themielves xii FBELIWE O L
do kousewark or other slave’ tasks, cemainly raises the QUESEEOR o
whether women are an sirike. This is 3 question h has alsa been
raizsd in relation eo the more rocent cpidemic of agomphohia among
women which elfectively prevents them from fulfilling their serviee
fursctions outside the home, I this does represent a strike on womens
Bchalfand a demand for a fairer desl, it isadespersiely high price (o pay.
FPhyllis Chesler makes it clearshar, while she ac knowledges some of the
comstrucis that create and cotree women’s madness, a5 a form of
resistance madness does not constitule a revolur iy fonce. i has
never been my intention to rmmanticlse masdness ar o confuse it with

&l ar culvaral revodivtion,” she seares. parthy becawse there is jusy
todr nuch pain invelved in it Most wegping depressed women, most
amxeous and temified women are neither abouwt o seize the means of
production and reproduction, nor are they mare creatively invalved
with probiems of cosmic powerlessness, evil and love than is the rest of
the human race’ [poaxil

Peychiatry, however, is held up a3 one of the prodicis of a civilised
society, it is the latest in sciemtific schievement apphied 1o hkman
understanding and, ostensibly, it halds ou henpe for mental disturhanes
for which in previous times shere has been no cure. But to Phvllis
Lhesler this retionale i 'window dressang, for in her terms this ;.n_._n
institution which ranks among the mose damaging for women and. for
het, thereis no mystery why it works this way, or how it came to be this
way. Like every other feminisy whse sdeas have heen discuseed, she
assigns much of the responsibility 1o Freud whi set up 3 paradizm for
wreating women's reality - particularly of sexual sbuse - a8 fantasy,
finding it much moge cx pedieni io Blame women than st @ crinieal
eye om male dominance, violence and sexuasl exploitstion.! But there
wak i s hortage of men 10 continue and expand the trade thar Freuad had

fdé

stared: as has been siaied in earlier chapuers his theoary was timely, and
crmimnently suited to control women in & penid when they were
begimning 1o ensoy more educational, pccapatbomsl ard financial
Frecdoms,

It wasnt a8 iF this 'new’ treatment of women represented a radical
depariure from the traditions of 2 male-dominaied society. As Phyllis
Chesler poamts aisy, our history is replete with references io women whio
huve been bocked up [sec Saenlra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The
Madwaoman inrhe Areic, 1980 1m 1861 Susan B, Anthony and Elizabeih
Cady Stangon had asked their own questions: Coald the dark secmees al
thoicinsane asylums be broughs w lighs, wrote Elizabeth Cady S2anton
in History of Womaen Suffrege, ‘'we would be shocked to know the
cotantless number of rebellious wives, sisters and daughteis thar are

annually sacoifsced o false customs and convertionalisems, amd
arbarouas Lews made by men for women' (1881, Vol 1, p4s%, Freud, and
theelimicians whofol lwed, simiply refined che practices and developed
MO E El:..:,...._._.._._. means af putting wonsen in cheir place = liverally
and metaphancally.

Some of the insights presemted by Phyllis Chesber, however, have
lintle relevance outside the United Staies, because the majoricy of the
worlds population of woman, no matter what their problems, have no
access to the male elinician who will define their reality for them,
provide their ireanings, endourage theiradivstment amd affer a personal
solutenm hased on the presumption of their own inadoquacics, rather
than these of society. B her thesis that memal bealth a2 3 medemn
weapon uisd spaing women extends far bevand the confimes of the
Lrnited Staves. Phyllis Chesler consiruets & principle which makes it
pasdible for women to reorganise the evidence, 1o 8o some o the pass
and present bmacality, which men have been preparcd L0 perpeLrane L
preserve their dominion over women, This iz part of the nile of force
that Kage Milleti eefers to, and withowt which puriarchy would be
inoperable as a syitem

_mn._n_—....__._.n this principle ard its svstematic naiure, recognising the
brutaliey thae st facilicates and acknowledging the culpabiliny of all
meen, Phyllia Chesler paved the way for futune theses which adapted and
extendsd this framewaork. Susan Brownmiller's Agsinse Chur Will [1976]
and Mary Daly’s GyndEcology [1978] bodh make the distinction
hetween the capacitics of alf men and all women, and both analyse male
dominance apd wiolercs dgainst women within the iraditeon that
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Fhyllis Chesler helped o found

This is not the unly ares where Phyllis Chesler Lavs some of the
Fraundwork: Waomen ard Madness also comains arsc of the first semnons
anil non-pejoranive AELIEME s of women's sexuality and beshisnism,
Explaining why male homwsexuslity has been far mare v ile than
leshiamism she sitributes this directly tothe ethaneed msle image amd
S thit & more ‘gloricus’ tradition has been comstmuceed for i
Historicaliy | . many male hemosexuals have wired “herose”™ wars
tagether, have ru......__..r._:__.,.n._.__sn__“...n._.__..._n!;.:.:_..__n"__.._._.__..ﬂ..__n..._ crea e
amisti and intellecriza Masterpacees’ 0 74), Women, howeves. have &
very differene tradrtion: Leshisns dn ot have a gloriously extensive
AECestry, ¥ she writes, Their mothers and erendmuthers, like those of
heteroicxwsl women, lived with men and did not conepal the mcars of
production. Leskians are wamen: as such, mos are tradetionally mare
domestic, conventions! and sexually monogamous thas male homn
sexuals are - traits io which women are condemned, but for which they
are not feally valued jpd 750 IF male hoenosexeslity is more 2 pant of
society’s reality, then this is simply 2 watemen abowt which sex is
valwed, and it ipa Micaning which she tums hack on male homesexyaliny:

I miust suggest that male honsosexwality, ia perridrchal mociety, is a
hasic and Cxireme expression of phallus wirship, mitagyay, and the
calonization of certain female amdfor feminine funcesans. Male
heomoscauals, like male beterosexuals fand like heterogexya) wismenl,
prefer mem oo women. It is a5 simiple as thay, [p 77

Things are very different for women:

Ina sense, it is thearetically easier Forwormen 1o bave women tha it is
for men 1o bwve men, Clur mothers were women and Michelamgelo
aside, most ohicet-models of sexizal ar acsthetic beauty im our oy e
are female. Allso mast women know haw b be eerder [mid shat they
always are) with ather people .h.«u_._____zzw___.:an_.ﬂanu..._.u__nn_.hq__.5.
are homosexual or heteroseris], know only sedwction, rape and
plilage - in bed and on the hatilefield 176

I these circumseances, besbianism is an emingntly sensible and
understandshle chosce? And Phyllis Chesler links besbianizm with a
passsonate plea fnr 3 real sisterhond, with (he revolutionary dim for
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wimiem b bave and care for cach ntber. it is ber belich thar wiomen from
barth ase channelled inte being numurers and ar¢ themselves deprived
of murturance; one remedy for this is for wamen to furiure cach ather -
an aim that is noq always realised, even among feminists. Bus it s an 2im
that Phyllis Chesler would defininely like to sce achioved, partly
becawse of §ts revolutionery pature. When womens reference groap is
women (a8 it the ciase with Women and Madmesst when wilnen seek
approval from cach other and bypass the appraval of men, much will
have changed, far male centrality will have been undermined, This iz
anather waration on Liermaine Greer's theme of winen faking back
thezr resoairces which are within their Pawer to reclaim,

Desping her idealised version of sisterhiond, Phayllis Chesler doss not
blcalive women's oppression. She raives an issue which | have only
EMuniered in specific form onee hefpge ! During the ninegeenth
cen VL WaE Bt ungomaman fog femindsts 1o tnsisg on WEMEN's el
superiority and to imply that in their oppressed state women leamt a
great deal thay was valuable - compassi d mururance, even
spimtieal values. To George Elioa this Looked like dangerous ground
indesd: if appression produced moble suuls, she argued, it was a gopd
case fof mare oppressian, nat bor endirg i1 Pyl lis Chesler sdogits a very
similar line of reasoning: we have to he very careful of the claims we
make for women in our oppressed stane, she wams,

Ohviowsly there b5 a fine lige 1o tread Phyllis Chesler makoes jg Juite
€lear thar men have power. but 50 100 do women, [t i et accurate, she
States, oo pornay men a8 all-pewerful and women as pathetic; even 1
move in this direction is to unde & the pawer thar women do have,
aned to paralyse and pre-cmpt acian among wormcen. Mor s it soourate or
helpfial, she insises, bo present a ramanticied view of oppression which
produces those warm and wonderful creatures - women Dite example
thar sk uses in this contest 5 thag of women's patifism, s claien thas is
odten made for wimen, IF women are patibises, she seaces, 8 1= panly
because visdence is mot a chodee for vhe . If physical force was an option
open 10 women hut they elected not to use it, then we could hald up
wWamER's pacifism 43 a vimue Buk while vialence s not an mpEian for
women, ‘Women sre B more w0 be congratalased on their “pacefism”
than mem are be comgratulaed for theg “vindlenge™” [p259),

Myths about wamen that are not usefisl b WOITKER ArE 3 COMSLANE
tamget for eliminavion in Phyllis Cheiler's book. [Myths that are 1zsefail
arc quite another thing - she is in the business of crean g them, for (g s




not mythe she is against, quite the contrary It is the male meanings

% tor erl.| Her defiant stance of ex posing the uislitarian
value of myths in a pairiarchal society was ane phat shie continged in
hier Luter boak wigh Emily Jane Goodman, Wamen, Morey and Poswer
FFTEL In ehe lighe of all the evidencs iy on wamen's paverty, it is
difficult o remember the time when it wias widely believed thay women
were secretly wealthy, Bur thai was amyth that Phyllis Chetler bzl ped
t eliminate ard, in doang 30, she painted in the direction of women's
poverty,

Phyllis Chesler's attisude 1 men i8 also elaborated in g later book

Abvint 8en {1978 - bur the hasic mea nings are 4l there in uneom:
pramising foshion in Waomen and Madness, She classifies all men
tegether as a socisl categony apd does not take males amd male norms a5
her reference point - they have no redeeming features in her analysis.
Mor i3 she writing for men or male approval Thae all men are ey 1!
13 prtemtky clear to Phyllis Chesler, and she Ponne out thae less powerfuy)
TN ate requised vo perform male rites of viokenee - 00, weals hy, white
American men have not been o INg i Vietram [p271). Yer she is
adamany thar wosmen do nos exist bor the plrpose of looking afeer men:
wamen have to begin to exist for themselves and o cease ARELIRE
reiponsibility for what men do to each other

Her assessment of the wa ¥ meen will eey 1 take over the tople of
wamen's liberationand use it in their own nrereit b8 shrewd kndeed, and
she cites the way male cliniclins can st o o discredic and desyray
women & new-found land 1o them ehrcatening) reslity, in ooder n
preserve theirawn realivy and, of cours, their cown dominance, Wrisi ng
about how men take women's MEAMIngs out of sexual harassmens, she
skates

Clinicians seem o dislike and Pity che parancia and anzer af ghe
femindsts, - .. Slyly, candidently, they want to know why they are so
Nervows abou being i il sexnally atracsive by ‘pons’ Tom, Dick oo
Hamry. Why are they s sngry ar verbal shuse in the streets? ., Dont
theie suddeniy complaining womcn wnconsciously’ invite hapsss
mefit o rape, and don they unconscimeshy’ endgoy it? fpp 2289

Adter the “sofiening up’ comes the txkeover hid Funbcrmoge, isn the
Poing o womsn's liberaning he ltberation of men too, and it heaven
forbid, female pawert lsn'e wapieatiszm the real enemy and Feminism
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divisive amdng the "Pouting” of spodled, white, middlc-class women?
[P 229 This isn't new, of caurse. hut thesc are the men who exm their
living on the basis thay they can solve wismen's prohlems: they are the
men, Phyllis Chesler commenis wryly, who are more comeemed to tallg
about how sexism huns men maore than it hurts women (p.230), Even
these who profess sympathy frequently do go hers s they are sexualiy
sttracted” 1o feminists, whom they se¢ a5 more “interesting” and
sexually promiscucas” than their wives' [p.228),

Mo matter in what form wonmen radse the topic, there it 8 tactic
avaitihbe 1o men which helps 1o ke the threas aut of it and works 1o
consign the topic - and women - o ghe realm of not-te-be.taken.
serrotasly, This by no mezns surprises Phyllis Chesler, who sees Pirwer
very much in terms of survival, and wha regards the very concepy of
female power &8 a potent challenge 1o male survival and shee takes a
Femarkable but nane the less ressonable stand on what womens
Arpirstions showld be, Fqual ¥ us 8 spunous goal, and of po use jo
women: the only way women Can protect themsclves is if they dominare
Particbar institutions and can use them 1o SCIYE wWolThen's intenests
Reprodisction isa case in purnt. She also speculares an thie realisatbon of
equality and gives implici credence to the explanation that women ane
intFingically more powerful, which is the Feason why males have fpund
It NEoessary to create jheis compentatary culiure. All chings heing
equal, Phyllis Chesler remarks (almost castiallyl, them women will be
supeisor, and men know it - which is why there it a real fight going an as
men seck to protecs and preserve their power. But im present circum.
Hances che anly real aleernarive thae Mhyllis Chesler can see i man
PG 15 WiINMAR powed,

The shsence of any systematic discussion of consciousness and
Lo e FalSing i YWionsenr qnd Murdness is pertaps SUTpRisng
Riven a5 psychological framewark Fhis dees not mesn thar Fhyllis
Chesier doex ot take sl inio account: on the contrary, her ghser.
vations and analysis of 1alk between the sexes WCIE amazingly sstups
aned bielped e provide the gonpex; For later inters stuidics. But there
is lble disewssing of what goes on in women's heads and vhe emphasis
o the praciical and readily identifiable detail thae serves 1o draw
Atbemteon 1o the palini ._n;.:_._E_HE_E:._._.“_EE?...E_E..m_..:__...._._u_u:_
women want todalk they had berrer ralk ta gach other for they will get
Boew H any oppomuritics 1o talk &n the presence of men prowides &
dramatic illustrasion of who Rt the pawer - and the right togalk p 103




Her commemary an the wa ¥ men dake aver a topic and dimbnish and
defy women's experience in the process, abso reveals some of the
politicsl dimensions of day-to-day imeraceicn betwern the sexes, apd
Ri¥cs o women a4 helpful explanation of what is going en. Likewise,
softee of her descriptions of the exchanges between wives and hasbands
illaminate the dymamics of dealing with she appressod, and pelease
woanen from the conviction thar somehow ar other they are ‘In the
wriaE The institions of myiddle-clagy PEychotherapy and MAMiEre
both encoarage women o 1alk - often endlessly - rather than oo aci,”
declires Phyllis Chesler, fn mamage, the talking is wsually of an
indirect and rather inarticulae nature. Cpen cxpressions of Fage xre 1oo
dangerous and 100 incffective for the izolated and economically
dependent wisman, Most often such "k ichen® declarations end in tears,
scif-blame, and in the hushand Eraciously agreeing with his wife tha
ahve was “not herssli® P DO3L 12 a8 vimwally impossihle for 3 woman g
have & real conversation with 4 man - particularly iF the man is ber
hushand, a therapise or empboyer, whi has real, dinecy pwer over ber
For "how is it possible 1o have 3 "regl® comversation with those wha
directly profie from her eppression? She wiolld be laughed at, viewed as
silly or crazy and, if she persisted, remnoved from her job - 43 SECHELARY Or
wife, perhsps even as Private paciene’ (103

Fhyllis Chesler makes it clear tha there 15 et Pl FIE i DL FTLARSE OO BTcn,
This is no solution but parn of the problen What wemen need to do 18t
Rurm 1o seher women and 1o show some of the care and compassion for
cach other vhat for centuries women have lavisked on men [Thas
wihoang some of Rohin Meargan's words in Croing Too Far, 1975 Phyllis
Choe

reviiutionary goal. Woman power lies in woman suppoft, she claims,
and she haldly cutlines the way women are dellecied from schicving
this goal, partly hecsuse of our o use of a double-standard. We too
have ane mule for msen and e for womeny

Thus in Amenics Betty Fricdan's. of Clomia Steinem's ar Kare Millerr's
TOnLbuns o 3 pamicilar wome NS cause are more actively
expocted and sought after than are Lavernor Reckefeller's, Frosident
Miman's, the Fard Foundation's, the U5 Armiy's, Ceneral Motoss or the
Varkcan's, all inssitutions which havwe far greater resources than thase
of any irdividusl woman af any individual woman's Erouzp, [Memamy

Pi2

is still sader to milk, blame and hate than Daddy is, Daddy i3 frared
ardl addressed in good gisl’ tanes, or no addresaed at all) {p2ss)|

[ chimk it is still very much the case that feminists are harder ns cach
athier thas on anyone elee, an steribute which is hardly usciul and iz
indeed even difficult 1o disepss Bup there can he no douht thar if
Permmnists direct their crticisms at feminists it will be reval nary
supcide and remoye amy Bepeisity bormen tndevelaptheir ritegies fos
divide and mile. And gEven Lhe extent to which w wmen die excludsd
from the control of meanings in a patriarchal society, there can be no

L Ferninist cevticisms of Feminists and fermanism are 3
reaily, ruihless reliable weapon in the hands of men Yet pata
doxically, the possihilitics for oriticism within feminism bave grenwn ag
the same rate a5 the growih of 3 feminist body od knowledpe the mare
knowledge is available the greateris the chance of being unkrowledpe
abile’ of Beiing wWrnng

Phyllia Chesler emphasises thar these are maore yuestions than
answes b beminises, and that we s v o hawve a sungle soluvion of
course of action thar will lead us o pur Rl Howw can women learmn o
SUrvive i lzarm to value survival™ she ssks How can wiommen bamish
sclf-sacrifice, guilt, muivert, helpleisness, madness, somow from the
female comdition! How - oy should - women sever their rees 4o child
bearing and res ! Shuuld women stop being compassionaie? Should
o €an there be @ sangle standard of behawiour for both sexedd | there
such a thing as a beologically rooted female cultare that thoubd remain
separate ram male eultire, parly beeause it is “Beter” than make

el [pR78L I is significany that she concludes Winmen gnd
Mudness with Thimeen CQuestions’ [P 2B0=-2] which are mo Jess
relevant amd no closer o being answered today. :

Women ard Maidness could not have been wiitten without some of

ms Lhat went betore, becawse aus framework is one tha: had

already been outlined. Iy is an in depeh explotation of a panicular and
tendamentally important sspect of oppression which builds on same o
the meanings previcusly estahlished. Yer despie the way it resdily fiis
into the feminist framewnak [ think thai this is one thesis .....—:_..._ i% no
closer wo cultural stocprande of accommpdstion than it was s decade
agn. There has been a feminist respomse - the development of 2 feminist
g¥ and feminist therapy - but theee has been no ,..Fn____. |

change in the enhics of mental health, partly becsuse it is s inextricably
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