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A.

Introduction
Since starting my explorations in psychiatry last summer, I have

often attempted to find a unifying principle which would reconcile what
I was learning about human behaviour, with observations gleaned from a
variety of areas and prior experience ranging from systems engineering
to my i nteracti ons vii th my own chi 1dren.
given me a mechanistic bias:

r1y background in computers has

we should be able to find biological and

structural correlates to explain all aspects of behaviour; we are limited
in this endeavour by the coarseness of our measuring instruments and by
a lack of appropriate theoretical models.

For example, no satisfactory

e xplanation exists for how an individual is consciously aware of what he
perceives.
F.H.C. Crick (1979) recounted his difficulty in attempting to con
vince an intelligent woman of this

proble~.

She failed to understand why

anyone thought there was a problem, feeling that she probably had some
where inside her head something like a little television set, until he
asked, "So who is looking at it?"

Although we may laugh, it is easy

enough to slip into this fallacy of the homunculus ourselves.

The path

to understanding the brain is dotted with such fallacies, ready, like
the potholes on Queen Mary, to trap the unwary.
In this exercise, I am trying to pull together various ideas which I
feel may bear on the problem of understanding behaviour, but in many ways
it's like driving at dusk, trying to find the headlight switch while
swerving around potholes.

Although 1'm probably being overinclusive of

concepts at this early stage, I hope that by presenting them in an
academic seminar my focus vlill sharpen.
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The presentation is structured as follows:

first, a discussion of

some of the concepts I've encountered during my eight months in psychiatry,
which have been difficult for me to understand or reconcile; se cond, an
examination of some ideas, largely based on animal studies, which need to
be fitted into a theory of behaviour; ne xt a presentation of theoretical
constructs based on these ideas; and lastly, an exploration of how the se
constructs can be applied to clarify the contentious concepts and hopefully
resolve some contradictions.

B.

Puzzl es
The psychodynamic approach to psychiatry has generated lots of concepts

which are difficult to understand, perhaps because psychoanalytic theories
are by their nature hard to prove or disprove, resulting in new formulations
being tacked onto earlier ones, with the discarding of something a very
rare occurrence.
An e xample is Freud's concept of the Oedipus comple x, a series of
generalizations which apparently affect every component of man's behaviour.
During the phallic stage, a boy's interest in mother becomes sexually
tinged and he has fantasies in which he uses his penis to have intercourse
with her.

He also becomes concerned with getting rid of father so as to

take exclusive possession of mother.

However, he then becomes an xious

about provoking his father into castratin g him if he continues to seek after
mother.

This "ca stration anxiety" arises in part from the boy's observa

tion that girls lack a penis, which he fantasizes is due to their having
been castrated.

In order to avoid losing his penis, he unconsciously

decides to abandon his sexual intent towards mother, redirecting it towards
other feminine objects, and identifying with father, his rival.
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The girl, who lacks a penis, turns towards father with a fantasy that
he will impregnate her, the potential child being compensatory in that it
is unconsciously equated with the penis.

Resolution of the Oedipal dilem

ma is for her less definite and more gradual than for a boy, so that her
superego becomes less well-formed and less stringent.

For her, fear of

loss of love is a more powerful motivator in this resolution than for the
boy, where castration anxiety plays a predominant role.
In the sequence as described by Freud, the identification process
for the girl is more complex, as she has to shift from mother as the ori
ginal love object to father and other heterosexual love objects, whereas
the boy does not have to shift gender in moving from mother to other love
objects.

Moreover, a sense of body inferiority and penis envy would conti

nue to be present in most women.
Since Freud's theories were based on clinical observation, it would
seem reasonable that when translated back to their behavioral correlates,
many of his tenets would be supported by research based on observation
of these correlates, as Fisher and Greenberg (1977) discovered in their
massive review of scientific evidence for and against Freud's ideas.
However, they did find that some of Freud's conclusions were not supported
by the research.

For instance, there is no evidence that women expe

rience their bodies as inferior to men's.

Moreover, the empirical litera

ture suggests that the female has less, not more, difficulty than the male
in evolving a sex role.

A major difference in superego severity between

male and female was not supported.
For boys, the research indicates that identification with father is
stronger and superego severity is more intense, if father is seen as nur
turant, rather than a competitor as posited by Freud.
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Before beginning psychiatry, I was quite willing to accept theories
of child rearing such as Dr. Spock's, who believed that in the early months
at least, an infant was entirely absorbed in physical sensations, ignorant
of the boundaries between himself and those who cared for him.

But now the

emphasis has shifted to the "competent" baby, activated not only by inter
nal pain and appetite but by language and smiles and particular people.
Susan Quinn (1982) reports on T. Brazelton's studies of newborns who turn
preferentially to the female voice if a man and woman speak simultaneously.
G. Carpenter discovered that infants at one month are capable of disting
uishing between mother's face and others.

In the SRme article, D. Stern

argues that babies np.ed to be "imderstoorl" by their parents in order to
develop properly.

He bases this on videotapes of mother-infant internc

tions which are microscopically analysed to examine the "fit" between the
pair.

L. Sander's team at Boston University is engaged in a followup study

of 28 adults who were minutely studied as infants 25 years ago, in an
attempt to predict outcomes based on infant characteristics.
In all these studies, the assumption is that infants from birth have
an extensive behavioural repertoire which may possibly be "pre-programmed";
that is, genetically predetermined.
I will conclude this section with my observations as a father that
my young, breast-fed infants, asleep in another room, would frequently
wake up shortly after my wife and I engaged in sexual foreplay which
included breast stimulation.

\~e

experimented by controlling poss"ible

stimuli such as noise or light, and came to the conclusion that baby was
most likely awakened by smelling its mother's secretions, probably milk.
As McCartney (1968) points out, there is evidence that our sense of
smell has degenerated much less than is frequently supposed.

He reminds us

that Helen Keller's writings indicate the immense value of this sense even
for those whose other senses are unimpaired.

7

c.

Puzzle Pieces from Ethology
In this section I describe some findings from animal studies which
feel may help to explain the theoretical inconsistencies outlined in

the previous section.
The first of these is "imprinting", a term originally used for the
attachment behaviour exhibited by goslings, who will follow its human
caretaker rather than its mother if immediately after hatching it is taken
into human care, in the famous experiments of Konrad Lorenz (Katchadourian
and Lunde, 1972).
Research on certain forms of pseudohermaphroditism provides some evi
dence for an analogy between the establishment of gender role in early
childhood and imprinting phenomena (Katchadourian and Lunde, 1972).

Test

cases consisted of pairs of hermaphrodites with chromosomal, gonadal,
and diagnostic equivalence, but antithetical in sex assignment, biogra
phical history, and gender identity (Money, 1976).
two such young adults with respect to gender
is complete.

The contrast between

role and gender identity

In general, se x reassignment begun prior to the age of 18

months will be successful, but reassignment between 18 months (the onset
of language acquisition) and three to four years bodes less well for
psychose xual differentiation.

In such a case, the child may never dif

ferentiate the appropriate new gender identity so as eventually to fall
in love appropriately in it.

After four years, forced changes will likely

result in psychopathology.
The foregoing suggests not only that early experiences influence
later behaviour in a relatively fixed way, but that the early experiences
must take place during a specific stage in development; that is, during
a "cri ti ca 1 peri od" .

Another example occurs in puppi es studi ed by Scott
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and reported on by Bowlby (1970), who took progressively longer to
become accustomed to humans, the longer after birth that they were kept
isolated from humans.

Puppies not exposed until fourteen weeks of age

continued to be timid of humans in later life.

Similarly, rhesus monkeys

isolated from other monkeys from birth for sixteen months are unable to
relate to other monkeys for at least two or three years, in experiments
by Mason and Sponholz (Bowlby, 1970).

The case for critical periods is

more solid for sexual behaviour in rhesus monkeys.

Harlow found that

juveniles who were deprived from peer contact and play during the inter
val from about three to six months postnatally seemed to be unable to
learn to relate sexually and copulate successfully as adults, even if
they were reared with normal mothers (Gadpaille, 1980).
In human infants, Bolwby (1970) concluded in a review of studies
relating to maternal attachment and deprivation that the period from
three to six months is optimal for forming a discriminated attachment;
after a year, there are great difficulties which do not diminish.

Vul

nerability to disruption of an established attachment is especially
great for several years after the first birthday.
One very interesting aspect of certain critical period phenomena is
typified by the condition known as amblyopia, in which a longlasting
impairment of vision occurs due to disturbances of the optics of the eye
during early life, even if the defect is later corrected.

For kittens

reared in the dark, minor physiological changes were found in the retina
and lateral geniculate nucleus, but the retina showed pronounced physiological
aberrations, as well as anatomic changes such as a
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overall shrinkage,

shorter and fewer dendrites, and a 30% reduction in synapses.
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In later life, a male might demonstrate both submission and aggression
behaviours in relation to more dominant individuals (supervisors, profes
sors, or therapists) which could be interpreted as inappropriate trans
ferences based on unresolved Oedipal conflicts with father; they might also
be considered, more parsimoniously, as examples of genetically determined
behaviour.

Studies which demonstrate that adult males have a greater

degree than females of "castration anxiety", (concern about sustaining
body damage) particularly in response to sexual stimuli (Fisher and
Greenberg, 1977), can be explained by sexual repression (e.g. parental
aggressive responses to infantile self-stimulation) which are more
likely to evoke fear in males compared to females.

This view is sup

ported by Stephens' cross-cultural studies in which he found a strongly
significant correlation between extensiveness of menstrual taboos (which
he equated with castration anxiety) and severity of punishment for mas
turbation, and also with a society's intensity of sex anxiety (Stephens,
1962) .
Predominantly female behaviours observed in lower animals should also
have been transmitted to humans; for example, nurturing behaviour, which
is motivated not only by pleasure, as in suckling, but also by anxiety
related to separation from the dependent infant.

This same anxiety may

be responsible for the research findings that women are much more con
cerned than men about loss of love (Fi sher and Greenberg, 1977).

These

authors have difficulty explaining studies of penis envy in women using
the Oedipal conflict model; highly masculine women did not produce more
themes of penis envy than low masculine females; women who pursue mascu
line goals demonstrate on the Rorschach more confusion with regard to sex
identity, and more phallic symbolism.

Such results are easily explained

using the hypotheses previously described.
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therapy.

However, the indirect mechanisms which one can use to become

aware of unconscious behaviour, which are employed by the analytically
oriented therapist in understanding his or her patient, could also be
applied by the patient himself.

Thus, the content of an interpretation

would take second place to conveying an understanding of how the inter
pretation was arrived at.

The patient's appreciation of process may be

as important as the therapist's.

F.

Conclusion
The next step in developing this model would be to frame hypotheses

in a way amenable to testing.

One area would be to seek commonalities

in behavioural repertoires observed in interactions between parent and
child and between adults, perhaps employing videotape.

Another is too

apply some of the newer technologies, e.g. computer counting of synapses
from micrographs of brain tissue, to autopsy specimens segregated as to
psychopathology according to the present model.

Yet a third area involves

studies to examine the extent to which olfaction affects behaviour in
humans.
Whatever the outcome, I believe that the path to greater knowledge
of human behaviour lies with biological approaches, with a "metapsychology"
based on today's science.
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